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ABSTRACT

WORKING CLASS WOMEN
IN A WOMEN'S STUDIES COURSE
FROM A COMMUNITY COLLEGE:
AWAKENING HEARTS AND MINDS

FEBRUARY 1993

ANNE M.
M.Ed.,

WILEY,

B.A.,

LEMOYNE COLLEGE

STATE UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK AT BUFFALO
Ed. D.,

UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS

Directed by:

Professor Johnstone Campbell

The purpose of this dissertation was to explore the
perceptions of a small group of working class women
students of non-traditional age

(25+)

who completed a

women's studies course at a community college.

The study

described the women's experience at a community college
and with the content and teaching practices of the course.
Women in Literature I.
students'

The study describes these

sense of themselves as women and their emerging

sense of feminism.

The study examined how the students

saw the course relating to their lives as women.
The study explored how a working class
background,

family

values and lifestyle influenced her sense of
viii

self as a woman.

The study explored her connections

between her lived experiences with her family life and the
course.

The study described how she reflected upon her

experiences with her family and how she viewed their
influence on her sense of self as a woman and on her sense
of feminism.
The dissertation was explorative and descriptive in
nature.

The primary research methodology was

interviews.

indepth

The study used a purposeful sample of ten

students from three sections of one literature course.
addition to the taped and transcribed interviews,
interviewer's

In

an

journal and content review of course

materials were also used.
The findings suggest that working class women
succeed in their attempt at college as adults when a
significant role model takes an active interest early in
their re-entry to school.

The findings also support the

importance of special adult programs for non-traditional
aged students.

Additionally,

working class women readily

described the conflicts that existed for them in returning
to school,

especially when schooling had been unsuccessful

in the past.
Information about the course suggested that women
gained an increased understanding of history and its
impact on women's

lives.

This historical perspective

served as a base for understanding feminism.

Additionally,
participants

reading about women's

lives assisted

in better understanding their own lives.

The

course gave them an increased appreciation of the context
of their mothers'

lives.

Finally,

the course readings

also provided insights about the conditions of black
women's

lives.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Introduction and Personal Interest
My interest in examining women student's attitudes
towards feminism at community colleges grew from my own
personal odyssey over the past fifteen years as a
community college instructor.

My particular journey began

with a conference held at Wheaton College,
(1983)

Massachusetts

entitled "Toward a Balanced Curriculum"

Bloom & Boroviak,

1984).

In addition,

(Spanier,

a number of

graduate courses prompted me to examine what knowledge is
and how knowledge is constructed.

I then began a re¬

examination of underlying assumptions of how and what I
teach,

particularly in developmental psychology and early

childhood development courses.

I

found myself beginning

to rearrange and reconstruct course materials.
Subsequently as revised course content was presented to
students and evaluated by students,
pedagogical strategies,

my confidence in the

primarily the lecture format,

began to erode in my classroom.
I began to see that the culture of the traditional
college classroom,
hostile,

as embodied in the lecture format,

foreign and unsupportive as a learning

environment,

for working class women community college

1

was

students.

As I experimented more and more with the

discussion format,

in both large and small groups,

I began

to realize that these students had relevant personal
experience concerning their own lives and development.
Their own lived experience as women,
area of caring for others,
and families,

particularly in the

and connections with children

provided them with insights into women's

psychological development.

They brought these experiences

to the education and psychology courses and often
questioned traditional psychological theories and studies
that had been constructed on men's development.

Through

student questions and my own questions concerning content
and pedagogy,

a more collaborative teaching and learning

methodology evolved.
By 1988, when I began teaching a Psychology of Women
course each semester,

these content and pedagogical issues

were further challenged by student's questions.
point,

At this

some of the teaching strategies that I used were

large and small discussion groups,
and reflective journal writing.

experiential exercises

These teaching strategies

as suggested by some feminist literature heightened my
interest in how students learn and make connections to
their own lives
Portugues,

1985;

(Bunch & Pollack,

1983; Culley &

Schuster & VanDyne,

1985).

This led me

to my current interest in how working class women students

2

of non-traditional college age

(age 25+)

towards feminism

1987; Lewis,

(Fisher,

J.,

develop attitudes
1988).

Course

content in women's studies courses such as the Psychology
of Women and Women in Literature I and II also made me
consider how a women's studies course might influence
their sense of themselves as women and their sense of
emerging feminism in working class women students.

Background for Research
This research project explores and describes the
perceptions of working class women students

(age 25+)

and

their experience in a women's studies course in a
community college.
students'

I was particularly interested in these

experience with a women's studies class and how

the experience influences possible emerging attitudes
towards feminism.

I was also interested in the

relationship of a student's sense of her working class
background as it influenced her family background,

values,

and lifestyles and her experience with the women's studies
course within a college education.

These women students

in a women's studies class presented an opportunity to
study how they viewed themselves as women and how they saw
concepts of feminism.

3

Concepts of Feminism
While there is no one definition of feminism,
research has suggested that the concept of feminism has
different components

(Fonow & Cook,

1991).

For this

research project the concept of feminism considered three
components.

First,

feminism is viewed as a way of

examining the condition of women's lives and an adoption
of a critical perspective to change women's lives.
Secondly,

feminism is viewed as a transformed way of

seeing women's lives as central to their way of being in
the world,
Finally,

especially as a celebration of women's lives.

feminism is considered the careful critical

inquiry about the nature of the social reality of women's
lives and the part that dealing with oppression plays in
women's lives

(Fonow & Cook,

Additionally,

1991;

Stanley & Wise,

1983).

both feminist and liberatory curricula

approaches suggest that the content of an education should
be connected to the students'
1991; Maher,
decade,

1987b; Mezirow,

lived experiences
et al.,

1990).

(Lather,

Over the last

feminist strategies for pedagogy have suggested

that learning for students is more meaningful when the
content of the course content is connected to and
respectful of the students'
the private,

lives.

The connection between

domestic sphere of a woman's life and the

public purpose for getting an education for a skill or

4

profession coalesce in a women's studies course.

In my

teaching experience and in conversations with other
women's studies course instructors, women students make
connections between the public and private domains of
life.

Furthermore,

readings about feminist pedagogy and

content support this contention
Culley & Portugues,
J.,

1987; Lather,

Shrewsbury,

1987;

(Bunch & Pollack,

1985; Disch & Thompson,

1991;

Schuster & VanDyne,

Stimpson with Cobb,

1990;

1983;
Fisher,

1985;

1986; Weiler,

1988).

Research suggests that over the course of a semester
of reading text materials and interacting with a feminist
instructor and classmates, women students come to
increasingly view themselves more as feminists and
activists.

For older

(age 25+)

community college women

students of working class background,

the very idea of

labeling herself as a feminist may not always be congruent
with her cultural understanding of her roles as a woman.
In fact,

some research suggests that a tension exists

between the college culture and their lives
& Posner,

1992; Nisonoff,

Tracy & Warner,

(Dey,

1992).

Fritsch
However,

the working class woman's changing sense of self as a
woman can often be influenced by courses about women's
lives.

More information about how working class women

students see themselves as women is a valid research

5

endeavor

(BacaZinn, Weber Cannon,

1986; Luttrell,

1985,

Higgenbotham,

1989; Nisonoff,

et al.,

& Dill,

1992).

Class Conflicts in Education
Many definitions of working class culture address
only the public world of paid labor and ignore the
domestic sphere of unpaid labor

(Weiler,

1988).

been this domestic sphere of childbearing,
and caring for others in one's family,

It has

childrearing

and connection to

one's family and community that often influences women's
attitudes.

Often women's values and ethics include the

importance of care for others
Goldberger,

& Tarule,

1982; Gilligan,
addition,
1985)

1986;

Lyons,

(Belenky,

Chodorow,

& Hammer,

other writers,

(Apple,

Clinchy,

1978; Gilligan,

1989; Tronto,

1987).

In

1984; Grumet,

1988; Weis,

suggest that the primary purpose of an education has

been to prepare workers for paid labor.

This purpose

often contradicts a women's purpose for an education.
Some literature suggests that women go to college to find
a husband and/or improve the conditions of their family
situation
Lewis,
Cobb

(Aisenberg & Harrington,

1988; Luttrell,

(1972)

suggest,

1985).

1988;

Fass,

Furthermore,

1989;

as Sennett and

our American society provides access

to an education unequally and unfairly,
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permitting middle

class and upper class individuals more opportunities than
working class individuals for a formal education.
As Sennett and Cobb
Giroux,

(1972)

and others

1985; Vanneman & Weber Cannon,

suggest,

(Apple,

1984;

1987; Weis,

1985)

the educational system in the United States is

rooted in a class based system.

While certain ideals of a

democratic system is purported, with the notion that
anyone can get a college degree,
reality for many individuals.

such ideals are far from

Giroux

(1985)

schools do more than influence society.

Indeed,

educational systems are shaped by society.
Giroux

(1985)

suggests that

In fact,

suggests that education is a process whereby

experience is named,

constructed and legitimized.

When

one form of lived experience has domination over another
experience in a class based society,

then the educational

system is embodied in middle class and upper class value
systems of naming,
of experience
Pagano,

constructing and legitimizing that form

(Giroux,

1985; Nisonoff,

et al.,

1992;

1990).

Higher Education and the Curriculum
Yet,

community colleges were designed to overcome a

class based system in higher education by providing more
access and opportunities to college.

The purpose of the

public community college movement in the early 1960's was

7

to extend this opportunity and access to higher education
to previously denied populations,
working class individuals,

including poor and

women and people of color.

Despite the stated purpose of open access
community college,

in the

conflict in how to best educate and

serve the various populations often occurs.

The purpose

of a community college education between liberal arts and
vocational skills programs often furthers this conflict.
Often research on community colleges suggests that a
traditional

liberal arts education for transfer purposes

is viewed as more important.

This purpose is at odds with

the view that vocational skills education is necessary for
skilled work

(Brint & Karabel,

1989).

In addition,

these

purposes and expectations of a community college education
were sometimes at odds with a woman's own personal
interest in bettering herself and her family by getting an
education

(Lewis,

Additionally,

1988;

Luttrell,

1985).

in higher education,

the understanding

of the relationship between women's studies course content
and attitudes towards feminism is provided in recent
psychological research.
Bargad and Hyde

(1991)

Downing and Roush

and

have suggested that women

experience a developmental stage process
feminists.

(1984)

Downing and Roush

identity development appears,

(1984)

in becoming

suggest that feminist

moves through,

8

and recycles

through five stages over time.
and based on Cross's
development.

(1978)

Their stages are similar

stages of black identity

These stages of feminist identity

development move from what is considered passive
acceptance of the female role to revelation of the
contradictions

in women's

lives,

in connections with other women,

to embeddedness-emanation
to synthesis of feminist

identity development and finally achieving an active
commitment to feminism
Roush,

(Bargad & Hyde,

1991;

Downing &

1984).

The recent research

(Bargad & Hyde,

1991)

specifically suggested that women's studies courses
contribute to the growth and development of a feminist
identity in college students.

According to their review

of the literature on women's studies courses,

most

research on women's studies courses has centered on three
areas.

These areas

role stereotypes,

include attitudinal changes

in sex

effect of women's studies courses on

student's educational or career aspirations,

and the

effects of women's studies courses on students'
esteem and/or psychological androgyny.

self

Only recently more

attention to feminist identity development has occurred.

9

Problems with Recent Research
Bargad and Hyde

(1991)

cite one problem with such

research on feminist identity development.
study,

In their

they found that it was difficult to determine

whether a women's studies course contributes to the
development of a feminist identity.
suggest as a woman becomes

Their research

increasingly more comfortable

with feminist values and concepts,

then such values and

concepts become integrated into her life

(Bargad & Hyde,

1991).
This

literature suggests that if one considers the

phenomenon of becoming a feminist a shift in values and
attitudes,

it was

this shift occurs.

important to attempt to understand how
The purpose of this dissertation is to

listen and elucidate working class women's experience with
a women's studies class who may be experiencing such a
shift in how they view themselves as women.

If these

students are presented with feminist content and a shared
pedagogy,

the shift towards being and thinking about

themselves as women in a feminist mode may occur.
However,

another troubling problem of studying the

shift towards feminist thinking and being has been that
many course materials until recently have been what white
middle class women consider feminist.

The course content

and materials may not always address the notion of
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advocacy for one's own rights as a woman in the sense that
a working class or poorer woman might
1990; Jenkins,

1990; Maher,

1987b).

(Disch & Thompson,
As Collins

(1990)

suggests, many poor and working class black women advocate
for the needs and rights for themselves and their
families.

Many of these women often advocate for their

families in the private world of home and in the public
world of work.

Since one of the components of feminism

suggests that a critical examination of one's own life and
advocating for oneself is important,

the difference may

lie in whether one names oneself as a feminist or by the
sense of feminist principles of advocacy
1991;

Stanley & Wise,
Finally,

(Fonow & Cook,

1983).

given my own course instructional

experiences and the literature on feminist pedagogy,

the

mostly white middle class women instructors of women's
studies classes have only recently begun to incorporate
more course material on women of color and working class
women.

Yet,

despite the new course content infusion,

often the white middle class instructor has not generally
been of the student's culture and generally can only
construct her own perceptions of the materials.
addition,

In

college classroom life expectations may be

incongruent with the working class woman's way of learning
(Luttrell,

1985,

1989).
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In my experience and in research cited above,
(BacaZinn,
1989),

et al.,

1986; Collins,

1990; Luttrell,

1985,

working class women students and middle class

professors may name their notions of nurturance and caring
for others in different ways.

As an individual working

class woman student interacts with feminist course content
and pedagogy,

she will begin to use a different set of

constructs and language to intellectualize her lived
experiences.

For this student it often means leaving her

own sense of self and culture behind.

It is then the

instructor's challenge to incorporate the students'
culture,

family values and ways of learning into women's

studies course content and pedagogy.

It is also the

women's studies instructor's role to stretch this
student's concepts of self and begin to assist her in
thinking like and becoming a feminist.

In other words,

such women's studies coursework may facilitate a shift in
being and thinking about her sense of self as a woman and
her sense of emerging feminism.

Such women's studies

classes may influence how a woman describes her sense of
self and her sense of self in relationship to others.
This shift in thinking in a feminist way occurs if the
label of "feminist” is attached to her experiences of
advocacy for herself and family.
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Thus,

if women's studies course content is connected

to women's lived experience in both the private realm of
home life and the public realms of work/school life,

then

this shift in being and thinking as a feminist more likely
occurs.

If women's studies course content and pedagogical

strategies encourage women students to critically
re-examine the general conditions of women's lives in
society,

then opportunities both to rename and reclaim

their experience as women can occur.
To sum up,

as Pagano

(1990)

suggested,

encounters two things in a college course:
and its texts and classroom life.

a student
a discipline

The academic community

is still often embodied in a structured classroom, with
the knowledgeable instructor as "expert,” an established
set of course materials,

texts,

and media presentations

with teacher-directed expectations style of classroom
behavior.

These are often foreign to the working class

woman student of non-traditional age

(25+).

An effort to

understand how these working class women students'
understand their personal life experiences and the content
and practices of a women's studies course is a worthwhile
endeavor.

To further understand their shift in being and

thinking as feminists would be useful to college
instructors.

13

Statement of the Problem
From the literature and from my experience,

there is

a contradiction inherent in a working class woman's lived
experience and the often middle class feminist content of
a women's studies course.

Often the values and views of

feminists presented in women's studies classes are from a
white, middle class woman's experience.
suggested,

(1987)

class supremacy often shows itself in how women

use language.
based,

As Bunch

Since college courses are often language

the contradiction of the working class woman's

experience and the way she speaks about her family,
values,

and lifestyle has often been juxtaposed against

primarily middle class feminist content and practice in
the course.

These contradictions between the course

content and the lived experience of women's lives are
changing as course content and teaching strategies attempt
to be more inclusive of the diversity and complexity of
women's lives
Jenkins,

(Bunch,

1990; Pagano,

1987; Disch & Thompson,

1990;

1990).

This research project is designed to explore and
better understand working class women students'
experiences as women and their shift in being and thinking
as feminists.

An appreciation of how working class women

students build connections between their educational
experience and their culture,
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their family and their

caregiving experiences can be further illuminated by
hearing working class women students speak about their
experience with a women's studies course in their own
words.

Learning to understand and appreciate these

students' understanding and sense of feminist identity
would be particularly useful for faculty teaching women's
studies courses in community colleges.
Thus, with the current interest in a curriculum and
pedagogy that reflects the diversity of our students in
community colleges,
endeavor.

this research project is an important

A qualitative study that is descriptive and

explorative in nature and that elucidates the perceptions
of working class women students concerning their
experience and involvement in a women's studies class is
appropriate at this time.

Research Questions
The primary research question is what happens when a
working class woman student of non-traditional age

(25+)

encounters and experiences the content and teaching
practices in a women's studies course.

Other questions

include:
1)

How does the working class woman student name,
construct,

and legitimize her own lived experience

within a women's studies course?
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2)

Does a shift in thinking about women's lives occur
for working class women and if so,

how does the woman

student's lived experience contribute to a shift in
thinking and in what ways does the shift in thinking
occur?
3)

Does the working class women student become empowered
through the women's studies course experience and
what makes the working class woman student feel
empowered in the women's studies course?

4)

How does a working class woman student make sense of
the feminist content in women's studies course with
her own experience as a woman?

5)

How does this student make sense of her family
background and caregiving experiences and the women's
studies course content?

6)

What is the relationship and influence of her family
background,

values,

and lifestyle when juxtaposed

with women's studies course content?

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this dissertation is to explore the
perceptions of a small group of working class women
students of non-traditional age

(25+)

who have completed a

women's studies course at a community college.

The study

describes these women's experience with the content and
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teaching practices of a course entitled Women in
Literature I.
students'

The study explores and describes these

sense of themselves as women.

The study also

describes their emerging sense of feminism as influenced
by their experience in a women's studies course and how
the course relates to their lives.
The study particularly explores the relationship and
the influence that a working class family background,
values,

and lifestyle has on her sense of self as a woman.

The study explores the student's relationship to her
working class background by exploring the connections
between her lived experiences with her family life and the
course content.

This description includes how she

reflects upon her experiences with her family
relationships and how she views its influence on her sense
self as woman and her sense of feminism.

Definitions of Terms
Non-traditional aged college students is generally
defined as ranging in age from twenty-five
sixty-five
and fifty

(65)
(50)

(25)

to over

with the majority between twenty-five
(Lewis,

(25)

1988).

Feminism is a way of examining the condition of
women's lives and an adoption of a critical perspective to
change women's lives.

Feminism is also a transformed way
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of seeing women's lives as central to their way of being
in the world and as a celebration of women's lives.
Feminism also includes a careful inquiry about the nature
of the social reality of women's lives and the part that
dealing with oppression plays in women's lives
Barry,
Wise,

& Essenveld,

1991;

Fonow & Cook,

1991;

(Acker,
Stanley &

1983).
Women's Studies is an educational strategy of

consciousness raising and knowledge by equipping the
individual to transform the world to one that will be free
of oppression.

Women's Studies also includes an

educational curriculum that is aimed at the development of
a woman's full capacity to learn,

think and grow

(Constitution of the National Women's Studies Association,
1982,

[cited in Ruth,

1990]).

Working class women students include women who are in
the first generation of their family to attend college and
whose parent(s)
their hands
Weiler,

had a skilled labor job or worked with

(Karabel,

1988;

Zandy,

1986; Luttrell,

1989; Tronto,

1987;

1990).

Working class culture from a woman's perspective
often involves the private world of domestic life
for others)

(caring

as well as the public world of paid employment

(providing money for others and caring about others)
(Tronto,

1987; Weiler,

1988).
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Significance of the Study
This study documents the perceptions of ten working
class women college students of non-traditional age

(25+).

All the women had completed one women's studies course,
entitled Women in Literature I at one community college.
These students participated in indepth interviews
concerning how they see themselves as women and how they
see their relationship to a sense of feminism.
Comparisons were made between these women to identify and
reflect upon similarities and differences of their
experience as working class women in this course.

The

research examined and described how working class women
students see themselves as women and their attitudes
towards change,

particularly as they reflected on their

experience at the community college and the content of the
women's studies course.
womens'

These interviews also explore the

reflections concerning their sense of family

relationships

(Luttrell,

understand the students'

1985).

Efforts were made to

sense of emerging feminism using

themes established by Bargad and Hyde
and Roush

(1984).

Additionally,

(1991)

and Downing

the use of an

interviewer's journal and the content review of the
written course materials permitted the researcher to
identify congruency between written and stated course
purpose,

content,

and teaching materials.
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This study contributes to the growing body of
knowledge and research that describes working class women
college students'
education.

experience in the culture of higher

It also contributes to the knowledge about

women college students'

experience with women's studies

courses and their emerging sense of feminism.

The use of

the findings from this qualitative approach enables
reviewers and readers to reflect upon their own curricular
and pedagogical practices in higher education.

This

research also enhances our understanding of working class
women of non-traditional age

(25+)

in higher educational

settings and the strategies that they use to survive in
the culture of higher education.

In addition,

the

research illuminates our understanding of women college
students'

sense of emerging feminism through involvement

in a women's studies course.

Finally,

the research

project discusses how working class women students made
connections between their own lived experiences within
their families and the content and practice of a women's
studies course.

Limitations of the Study
This study is qualitative and descriptive in nature
and involves only a small number of subjects in one
community college.

As a qualitative and descriptive
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research project,
flexibility.

the methodology necessitated

The review of the research literature and

the personal experience of the researcher as a teacher of
women's studies coursework provided the necessary
background to conduct the study.

Both flexibility in the

data collection and in the data analysis strategies
permitted the unfolding of research results in the words
and themes as described by the participants.
This study was also limited by the varying abilities
of the student participants to reliably and accurately
reflect upon their sense of self as woman and the meaning
of feminism in their college experience,
women's studies class.

especially the

Efforts were made to conduct the

interviews upon the completion of the course before
additional course work had begun.

This captured the

student reflections at that moment in time.

The research

project was also limited by the researcher's ability to
examine critically the written course materials provided
by the faculty.

Additionally,

the study was limited by

the researcher's ability to identify the themes and
categories as suggested by the student participants.

It

was also limited by the abovementioned themes and
categories as suggested by the research literature on
women and attitudes towards change
feminist identity development
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(Luttrell,

(Bargad & Hyde,

1985)
1991).

and

The research design did necessarily limit the extent
to which findings can be generalized to other groups and
settings.

Given that the sample is small,

the findings

and interpretations describe only this small sample at one
community college.

Additionally,

qualitative approach of

the limits of the

interviewing can only describe

these women's experiences as they saw themselves at the
time in which the interview was conducted.
Nevertheless,

the merits of the qualitative approach

permitted a more indepth examination of these women
students'

experiences with a women's studies course.

While limitations of the study preclude the
generalizability of the findings,

such research efforts do

legitimately contribute to what is known about working
class women college students,
community college,
course,

their experience in a

their experience in a women's studies

their sense of self as women,

feminism.

Such research also provides

and their sense of
information for

future research efforts on working class women college
students.
In summary,

while limitations for this study exist,

the research contributes to our understanding working
class and non-traditional aged women students
colleges.

in community

Feminist and other educational researchers as

well as experts

in the use of field research and indepth
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interviewing methods suggest that it is legitimate to
research,

record and report a small subgroup as

long as

the research results are identified with the subgroup only
(Fonow & Cook,
1981;

1991;

Oakley,

Taylor & Bogdan,

1981;

1984).

limits generalizability,

Patton,

1980;

Spender,

While the small subgroup

it did allow for more indepth

exploration and analysis of working class women students'
attitudes toward feminism and the culture of higher
education.
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CHAPTER II

LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction
This study explores and describes the perceptions of
the experience of a small group of working class women
students of non-traditional age

(aged 25+)

who have

completed a women's studies course at a community college.
Research literature suggests that there seems to be a
contradiction in a working class woman's

lived experience

and the middle class feminist content of a women's studies
experience.

As researchers suggest,

shows

in how individuals use language

Maher,

itself
1987b;

Pagano,

1990).

including women's studies,

class supremacy often
(Bunch,

1987;

Since most college courses,

are language based,

the

contradiction of the working class woman's experience and
the way she speaks about her family,

values and lifestyle

is juxtaposed against the primarily white middle class
content and practice in women's studies courses.
contradictions between the

These

lived experience of the women's

lives and the course content are changing as course
content and pedagogy attempt to be more inclusive of the
diversity and complexity of women's
Thompson,

1990;

Jenkins,

1990).
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lives

(Disch &

An exploration of research literature suggests that
three content areas support this dissertation:
1)

the literature on the psychological development of

women;

2)

the literature on women in higher education with

special attention to the issues of feminist pedagogy and
content;

and 3)

the literature on working class culture

and concomitant conflicts within an educational culture.
These content areas represent conceptual frameworks for
the study and are intended to inform and shape the study.
Additionally,
Chapter III,

as described in the research methods,

in

feminist methodological paradigms for

researching women's lives will also guide the study.

Psychological Development
The first area of research concerns how women's
psychological development and "women's ways of knowing"
are shaped.
Gilligan

In this area,

(1982);

Belenky,

and Gilligan,

et al.

et al.

(1986);

(1989),

suggest that

girls and women construct their ways of knowing about
themselves in a contextual and connected relational way
whereas men and boys construct knowledge about themselves
in a more abstract,
(1982)

objective and linear way.

in her book In a Different Voice,

Gilligan

suggests our

culture defines masculinity and femininity differently.
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Since masculinity is defined through separation
while femininity is defined through attachment,
male gender identity is threatened by intimacy
while female gender identity is threatened by
separation....
Thus males tend to have
difficulty with relationships, while females
tend to have problems with individuation
(Gilligan, 1982, p. 8).

In Gilligan's

(1982)

initial work on adolescent boys

and girls and in her research on adult women,

she

continues to find differences in the way in which girls
and women and boys and men think about themselves and
moral dilemmas.

Girls and women continue to examine the

contextual mode of judgment.

They often prefer to work in

relationships and to acknowledge the limits of any
particular relationship.

Girls and women also acknowledge

the limits of solutions to moral dilemmas and problems.
In contrast,
responses.

boys and men tend to formalize their
Males used abstract thinking and often

struggle to be objective and fair.

Belenky,

et al.

(1986)

suggest that women and girls learn and come to understand
new information and concepts about the world in
relationships and in connection with others.
learn and understand more separately.

Men and boys

These authors

suggest that connected knowing arises from experiences of
relationships and that connected knowing is how women know
themselves.

Such knowing requires intimacy and equality

between the self and knowledge,
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not separateness and

distance.

As their work suggests,

really listening and

suspending one's judgments is necessary to understand
other people in their own terms.

The result of a woman's

socialization and relational orientation suggests that
women students may find more comfort with class
discussion,

small group exercises,

reflective exercises

and writing than with the traditional lecture format and
multiple choice exams

(Belenky,

et al.,

1986; Luttrell,

1989) .
J.

B. Miller

(1986)

suggests that women view conflict

and change in ways that attempt to achieve consensus and
cooperation,

particularly in dealing with new situations

and within hierarchical social situations.

She also

suggests that women make more sense out of their lives by
being in connection with others.

She writes:

Women, more easily than men, can believe that
any activity is more satisfying when it takes
place in the context of other human beings—and
even more so when it leads to the enhancement of
others.
Women know this experience in a way
that men do not (Miller, 1986, p. 53).

Finally,

Gilligan,

et al.

(1989)

suggest that girls

and women say that powerful learning experiences are
outside of school,

and that often friends and family are

the real catalysts for learning.
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She suggests that for

young girls and for women the formality of schooling and
education negates the sense of relationship and
connectedness.

To understand psychological processes means to
follow the both-and logic of feelings and to
trace the currents of associations, memories,
sounds and images which flow back and forth
connecting the self and other, mind and body,
past and present consciousness and culture
(Gilligan, et al., 1989, p. 19).

Other researchers have been critical of Gilligan and
her colleagues

(Faludi,

Jacklin & McBride-Chang,

1991; Hare-Mustin & Marecek,1991).

1990;

These researchers suggest

that the emphasis on women's psychological differences
from men is problematic,

especially in a society where

social power is unevenly distributed between men and
women.

To indicate that women may be more nurturing and

caring may further preclude other educational and career
opportunities.

These critiques,

in fact,

suggest that

such emphasis on differences between men and women ends up
being essentialist and so often relegates women to the
caregiver role.
Hare-Mustin and Marecek
psychology.

(1990)

further criticize

As feminist psychologists,

they suggest that

psychology has tended to either overemphasize differences
between males and females or it has ignored possible
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differences and failed to fully explore why those
differences may exist.
women as outsiders,
ways as normal,

The focus on differences leaves

attempts to enforce conformity to male

alienates men from women and denies the

need to change the structure of family and work life.
These researchers further expand that the focus on
differences ignores economic conditions,

social role

conditioning and historical change in men and women's
lives.

Finally,

their critique of psychology suggests

that focus on differences between men and women
obliterates the differences among women based on race,
ethnicity,

class,

age,

sexuality and marital status

(Hare-Mustin & Marecek,
Nevertheless,
(Apple,

1990).

Gilligan,

1984; Grumet,

et al.

(1989)

1988; Luttrell,

and others

1989; Rich,

1979)

suggest that the formality of education does put up a wall
so that young adolescent girls and women feel disconnected
from the educational process.

The compiled American

Association of University Women Report
Shortchange Girls

(1992)

(AAUW)

How Schools

concurs that schools are often

shortchanging young girls and women.

The educational

system's overemphasis on abstract and analytical thinking,
logic and competition often ignores the more connected
thinking,

relational skills,

styles that girls and women,

and cooperative learning
often due to social
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conditioning,
colleagues

are more comfortable with.

(1989)

Gilligan and her

suggest that educational systems need to

find ways to promote connection with others and capture
the powerful learning experiences that women and girls
indicate they find outside of schooling.
Furthermore,
Center

(Jordan,

the research and writings from the Stone

Kaplan,

Miller,

build on these suggestions.

Stiver,

& Surrey,

1991)

Their work on adolescent

girls and adult women suggest that:

Being in relationship, emphatically sharing with
another, and maintaining the well-being of
relationships function as important motivations
for action, and sources for self-esteem and self
affirmation (Kaplan & Klein in Jordan, et al.,
1991, p. 123).

These researchers see the developing sense of self in
humans as a much more fluid and interconnected process
than earlier psychological literature was conceptualized
(Erikson,

1968).

The new feminist psychological research

critiques the psychological model of self growth that
poses a split between self differentiation and
interpersonal connection

(Jordan,

et al.,

1991).

Their

criticism centers on three suppositions of the split model
of developing sense of self.
First,

traditional psychology often emphasizes a

disconnection and separation of self from the primary love
object,

usually the mother.

A second theme of the
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traditional psychology emphasizes the firmly bounded self.
Finally,

traditional psychology suggests that adolescent

conflict is the key dynamic for separation to take place
(Erikson,

1968).

The feminist emphasis in human

development and human relations focuses on taking care of
relationships,

remaining in connection while also

separating and changing
Klein,

1991;

Surrey,

(Jordan,

et al.,

1991; Kaplan &

1991).

Another point of the newer emphasis on relationships
and the development of a sense of self looks at the
importance of building self esteem early in life.

Self

esteem in human development is viewed as more complex than
previously indicated and involves at least four issues:
acceptance; power and control; moral virtue;
competence

(Curry & Johnson,

1990).

and

These researchers

emphasize the importance of relationships with meaningful
adults

(teachers and parents)

in building self esteem

beginning early and throughout the lifespan
Johnson,
So,

(Curry &

1990).
if connection with others and maintaining

relationships is an important aspect of the development of
a sense of self,

then our curricula and classrooms need to

find ways to foster relationship building,

cooperation and

connections with others and our personal student's life
experiences.

Researchers

(Bunch & Pollack,
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1983;

Stimpson

with Cobb,

1986)

suggest that one way a connection between

education and women's lives can be made is through
involvement in women's studies courses.

Often one of the

stated purposes of women's studies courses is to attempt
to make the connections between women's lived experience
and their learning more explicit.

Women's Studies is the educational strategy of a
breakthrough in consciousness and knowledge.
The uniqueness of Women's Studies has been and
remains its refusal to accept sterile divisions
between the academy and community... between the
individual and society.
Women's Studies, then,
is equipping women to transform the world to one
that will be free from all oppression....
The
National Women's Studies Association actively
supports and promotes feminist education...
(Constitution of the Women's Studies
Association, 1982, [cited in Ruth, 1990,
pp. 40-41]).

Bargad and Hyde

(1991)

suggest that women's studies

coursework contributes to women's development,
particularly their sense of feminist identity.

Their

research suggests that women move through five stages at
varying rates and varying ways towards the development of
a feminist identity.

The first stage,

"passive

acceptance," is where the woman accepts traditional gender
roles.

She believes that men are superior and that

traditional gender roles are advantageous.
stage,

The second

"revelation," suggests that women are catalyzed by

a series of contradictions and crises,
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which result in

open questioning of gender roles and feelings of anger and
guilt.

In this stage men are perceived as negative and

women often engage in dualistic thinking.
stage,

The third

"embeddedness-emanation," is characterized by a

sense of connectedness with other women,

affirming and

strengthening one's own identity as a woman.

There is an

openness to alternative views and women move to using more
relativistic thinking and cautious interaction with men.
The fourth stage,

"synthesis," is characterized by the

development of an authentic and positive feminist
identity.

In this stage women see more gender role

transcendence,

develop a flexible truce with the world,

and evaluate men on a more individual basis.
stage,

"active commitment," sees a consolidation of a

feminist identity development for the woman.
personal commitment to meaningful action,
world.

The final

There is a

to a non-sexist

Actions are more personalized and rational and men

are considered equal but not the same as women
Hyde,

1991; Downing & Rousch,

(Bargad &

1984).

Another recent contribution of the feminist
psychological research concerns the mother-daughter
relationship and the woman teacher-woman student
relationship

(Gilligan,

1990).

Gilligan

(1990)

discusses

the dilemmas faced by adolescent girls and their mothers.
She outlines this dilemma as one that lies at the center
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of women's development.

Gilligan suggests the problem is

how girls both enter and stay outside the larger world and
how girls are both educated in and can change within what
is essentially a man's world.

She frames the young girls

relationships with adult women in the home
in the world

(teachers).

(mothers)

and

Gilligan further suggests the

problem of resistance often found in adolescents and young
adulthood is a problem of relationships.

It is often at

the early adolescent point in a young woman's life that
she begins to understand the power relations between men
and women in the larger world
Gilligan,

1990; Gilligan,

In addition,

Gleason

(Brown & Gilligan,

Rogers,
(1991)

middle class college women.

& Tolman,

1992;

1991).

studied traditional aged

She explored the sense of

their relationship with their mothers.

She found a sense

of changing relations and ambivalence between daughters
and mothers about how their relationship was growing and
changing.

Her work also identified that these middle

class daughters valued such qualities as closeness,
friendship,

trust,

and wish for approval.

This further

supports the importance of meaningful relationships with
adult women
Thus,

(Gleason,

1991) .

as the new feminist research suggests,

relationships with women are important to young girls and
adult women to an evolving and changing sense of self as
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women.

Additionally,

(Bunch & Pollack,
Cobb,

1986)

as Bargad and Hyde

1983;

Fisher,

J.,

1987;

(1991)

and others

Stimpson with

suggest that women's studies coursework may

contribute to such a changing sense of self as women and a
sense of feminist identity.

Further research may

illuminate how women's studies courses contribute to a
shift in thinking more like a feminist and activist.
Additionally,

women's psychological development and ways

of knowing may be developed and further enhanced through
involvement in women's studies courses.

Higher Education and Curriculum
A second area of research literature that contributes
to the background for this dissertation concerns women in
higher education and the
transformation,
pedagogy.

issues concerning curriculum

particularly feminist content and

Research in the 1980's focused on the

phenomenon of the transformation of the curriculum.

The

early curriculum transformation projects primarily dealt
with gender while later projects were broadened and
addressed social class,
age.

race,

ethnicity,

sexuality,

and

These college curriculum transformation projects to

change the content and pedagogical strategies have been
underway in many colleges around the nation
Fritshe,

1984;

Maher,

1987a;

McIntosh,
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1988,

(Bogart,
1990;

1984;

Minnich,

1990; Paludi & Stuernagel,

& Boroviak,

1984; Trilette,

1990;

Spanier,

Bloom,

1983).

Many initial efforts centered on the principle of
"add on" and suggested adding new content about gender to
already existing courses.
courses,

colleges,

However,

over time,

some

and instructors became committed to a

more transformative view of the curriculum and a
commitment to shared pedagogical strategies
Thompson,
Jenkins,

1990;

Fisher,

1990; Jones,

Associates,

1990;

B.,

(Disch &

1987; Hall & Sandler,

1986; Maher,

Shrewsbury,

1982;

1987b; Mezirow &

1987).

This commitment to the broader transformation of
curriculum examines the underlying assumptions of the
disciplines.

These curricular revisions change the course

content and pedagogy more completely so that both content
and classroom life become more diverse and inclusive.
Often these courses identify and look at the nature of
oppression and patriarchy and its impact on people's
lives.

Such courses examine the nature of positivistic,

objective oriented,
and content.

dualistic nature of western research

These courses attempt to identify the

problematic in these principles and identify that
knowledge is socially constructed
1988; Minnich,

1990; Minnich,

Paludi & Stuernagel,

1990).
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(Farnham,

O'Barr,

1987; Grumet,

& Rosenfeld,

1988;

Additionally, many of these same instructors utilize
more inclusive pedagogical strategies such as small group
discussion,

reflective journal writing,

and class

exercises to stimulate connections between students'
experience and the course content.

lived

Many instructors see

the student as a knower and foster inclusive participation
techniques in the classroom
Luttrell,
Weiler,

1989;

1988).

(Jenkins,

Schniedewind,

1983,

1990; Jones,

1987;

Shapiro,

1986;
1991;

Many women's studies courses particularly

in the late 1980's have included these more transformative
pedagogical efforts.

These courses that consider a more

transformative view of the curriculum content include more
materials on race,

ethnicity and social class as a way to

be more inclusive of the student's own background and
knowledge

(Kornbluh,

1987; Weiler,

1988).

1990; Matlin,

1989;

Stake & Gerner,

As Nancy Schniedewind

(1983)

suggests:

Feminism is taught through process as well as
formal content.
To reflect feminist values in
teaching is to teach progressively,
democratically and with feeling....
Feminist
education implies that we enter into a dialogue
with other students, meeting them as human
beings, and learning with them in community
(Schniedewind, 1983, p. 271).

As Pagano
teach,

(1990)

we talk."

says throughout her book,

Thus,

"When we

as feminist educators continue to

imbed their content with the transformed curricula,
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they

must also continue to develop and experiment with
pedagogical strategies that are more inclusive of all
students.
This transformative view of curriculum and pedagogy
is particularly important in community college education
since the student population is diverse.

Historically,

the purpose of the community college movement in the early
1960's was to extend access and opportunity to higher
education to previously denied populations,
and working class individuals,
Today,

including poor

women and people of color.

community colleges typically include students from

diverse backgrounds,

including students who come from

minorities, working class,
families.

Additionally,

poor and non English speaking

community college populations

typically have included many students who are the first
generation college students in their family
Karabel,

1989;

Smith,

(Brint &

1989).

Despite the stated purpose of open access to
community colleges,

a historical conflict between the

purpose and mission of community colleges continues to
exist.

The conflict of how best to serve and educate the

diversity of students in community colleges can often be
observed in the dilemma of a community college's mission.
The conflict is whether to provide liberal arts for
transfer purposes or vocational education for skills.
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This conflict is part of the history of the community
college movement and still exists today.
often worked to discourage students'
education

(Brint & Karabel,

1989).

This conflict

entrance and further
This conflict can

still be observed in the recent efforts to transform
curricula and institutional climate in community colleges
so that their environments are more inclusive to the
diversity of students and their needs
addition,

(Smith,

1989).

In

institutional expectations for women were

sometimes at odds with a woman's personal interest in
bettering herself and her family by getting an education
(Lewis,

1988; Luttrell,

Fass

(1989)

1985).

suggests there is a paradox in what the

curriculum of higher education offers and what women
actually want from higher education.

The tension and

conflict that exists for women often centers around the
expectation of marriage and family in conflict with
pursuing a career and profession
1988;

Chamberlain,

Solomon,

1985).

1988;

Fass,

(Aisenberg & Harrington,

1989; Komarovsky,

1985;

The opportunity to explore this

connection and tension between the private,

domestic

sphere of a woman's life and the public purpose for
getting an education for a skill or profession may come
together in a women's studies class
Stimpson with Cobb,

1986).
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(Fisher,

J.,

1987;

Often the content and the teaching methods of women's
studies classes permit inclusion of discussion on the
meaning of a woman's sense of the domestic private sphere
in connection with and contrast to the public domain of
the world of work.

In these classes,

students frequently

make connections between the public and private domains of
life.

Indeed,

readings about feminist pedagogy and

content support this connection
Culley & Portugues,
Kornbluh,

1985; Disch & Thompson,

1990; Matlin,

Schniedewind,

1983,

Stimpson with Cobb,
Jerilyn Fisher

(Bunch & Pollack,

1989; McCollum,

1987;

1990;

1991;

Schuster & VanDyne,

1986; Weiler,
(1987)

1983;

1985;

1988).

further argues that women's

studies courses are particularly appropriate for
non-traditional age women students.

Such courses often

provide students the opportunities to examine life
transitions in women's lives from a feminist perspective
(Dunn,

1987;

Thus,

Fisher,

J.,

1987).

the research on higher education and on

curriculum and pedagogy in higher education suggests that
more open access to higher education in conjunction with
more transformative curriculum and pedagogy may indeed
provide non-traditional age women from working class
backgrounds an opportunity for success in higher
education.

In particular,

classes such as women's studies
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courses where women students have the opportunity to
explore the tensions between their private world of
domestic relations and public world embodied in school and
work may contribute to seeing a changed view of
themselves.

Perhaps such an explanation can contribute to

an enlarged view of themselves as women and as women as
activists and feminists.

Class Conflicts with Education
The final area of research that contributes to the
background for this research project is the effort to
understand how and why the culture of higher educational
institutions is foreign to many of the diverse populations
in colleges today.

Often the curriculum and pedagogy

negates the student's own culture and own way of knowing
(Arnot,

1982; Belenky,

Luttrell,

1989).

et al.,

1986; Jenkins,

1990;

Recent efforts help us to understand the

values and lifestyles of the middle class and its
concomitant influence on higher education culture and
curriculum.
Knowing:
(1989)

In her article "Working Class Women's Ways of

Effects of Gender,

Race and Class," Luttrell

suggests that working class women:

...distinguish between knowledge produced in
school or in textbooks by authorities and
knowledge produced through experience.
They
also have some similar ideas about their
"commonsense" capabilities to take care of
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others.
Their ways of knowing are embedded in
community, family, and work relationships and
cannot be judged by dominant academic standards.
Most important, their commonsense knowledge
cannot be dismissed, minimized, or "taken away"
(Luttrell, 1989, p. 33).

This way of knowing that connects their lives with
their life experiences suggests that women students may be
more comfortable in women's studies classes and other
classes that encourage the connection between their worlds
of public and private discourse.

This relational way of

knowing suggests that many women students appreciate and
learn more under conditions that foster the connection
between their worlds.

Teaching methods that include

primarily didactic and analytical teaching style and an
authoritarian classroom climate with the teacher as expert
found in some college classrooms may indeed be very
foreign to these women students
Hall & Sandler,

1982,

(Belenky,

1984; Jenkins,

et al.,

1986;

1990; Luttrell,

1985,

1989).
Luttrell's

(1989)

research suggested that both

working class white women and black women students made
distinctions between intelligence and common sense.

Her

research suggested that real intelligence or commonsense
intelligence was more highly valued outside school.
Collins

(1990)

with this idea.

in her book Black Feminist Thought concurs
Collins relates that black mothers value
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strong self definitions and self valuations in their
daughters.

These mothers work to assist their daughters

to understand and even fit into systems of oppression
including schools.

Yet,

simultaneously,

these black

mothers offer ways to challenge those same systems of
oppression including education.

These mothers suggest

their daughters find ways to celebrate their lives as
black women provided through a community based network of
mothers,

other mothers,

Luttrell

(1989)

and a network neighborhood women.

continues this theme when she

discusses the notion that both white and black working
class women understand the gender based stratification of
knowledge.

Both groups often located their commonsense

knowledge base and their knowledge of gender
stratification in their self learned role in the variety
of caretaking and domestic skills done for the benefit of
others in their families.

In her study,

one difference

between white working class women and black working class
women was that black women often saw these domestic skills
as real,

learned skills that merit value in society.

The

white working class women often did not see these skills
as valued as much as their husband's or man's labor skills
(Luttrell,

1989).

Arnot

(1982)

poses that the tension between school

life and home life arises when we try to sort out the
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social class similarities and differences in education and
how they relate to gender.

She suggests that educational

opportunities are stratified by both gender and class
hierarchies.

Arnot

Thorne,

Zandy,

1989;

(1982)
1990)

and others

(Apple,

1984;

elaborate further and suggest

that educational curricula and teaching strategies are
based in middle class values.

These underlying

assumptions of middle class values often determine who has
what opportunities for schooling and who is successful in
schooling.

Finally,

very different opportunities exist

for men and women in education as observed in the still
stratified educational system and in the workforce,
limits opportunities for women,
sciences,

engineering,

management hierarchies
Still,

particularly in the

and technologies as well as
(Chamberlain,

in Luttrell's

were identified.

that

(1989)

1988).

study,

race differences

Participants in this study referred to

their common sense activities within the family as
commonsense intelligence,

similar to Collin's

naming this phenomena "motherwit."
(1989),

(1990)

study

In Luttrell's research

the black working class women participants saw

this intelligence as real intelligence for solving all
kinds of family problems and disputes.
their family caretaking was valued,

Secondly,

they saw

and their hard work

often determined the survival of their children and
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themselves.

Finally,

they saw in themselves the ability

to deal with racism and oppression in the larger culture
as a type of real intelligence.
These concepts concerning cultural conflicts between
women's lived experience and education suggests that
change in college curricula and pedagogy are called for.
Recently,

more research has been generated to assist

college instructors and other teachers to understand this
gender and class stratification and its impact on
curriculum and pedagogy
Maher,

(Jenkins,

1987b; Rothenberg,

1990; Lather,

1988; Weiler,

1988).

1991:
What is

clear is that education and in particular higher education
produces tension for the woman student of working class
background and for students of other than white racial
backgrounds.

Schooling puts a strain on working-class women's
ties with the working-class culture-a culture
that values commonsense knowledge and
working-class men's "real intelligence" more
than it does book learning and mental work.
Yet
schooling is perceived as one of the few avenues
working-class women can achieve upward mobility.
Consequently, working-class women must seek
legitimation from the same source that
undermines their knowledge and sense of identity
(as women and as part of the working-class)....
White working-class women's antagonism toward
schoolwise intelligence is grounded in their
class consciousness, but black women's conflict
stems from their "dual consciousness" of being
black and working class (Luttrell, 1989,
pp. 42-44).
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In conclusion,

this chapter provides the literature

that support frameworks underlying the rationale to study
working class women students who have completed a women's
studies course.

The research literature includes the

three content areas:
women;

2)

1)

the psychological development of

women in higher education with special attention

to the issues of feminist pedagogy and content; and 3)
working class culture and concomitant conflicts within
educational culture.

All this research continues to

suggest a special value of women's studies course content
and pedagogy.

Such women's studies courses include a real

connection to the lived experience and the connected
relationships for working class women of non-traditional
age

(25+).

The review of the research literature suggests

that a research project that describes working class
women's experience with a women's studies course will be
beneficial to further our understanding of working class
women's experience with college and the women's studies
courses.
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CHAPTER III

METHODOLOGY

Introduction

The Rationale for Design of Study
The purpose of this chapter is to describe the
methods used to gather and analyze the data.
project was qualitative in nature,

The research

using indepth

interviews of ten working class women students who had
completed a course,

entitled Women in Literature I.

The

purpose of the indepth interviews was to elucidate the
working class women's perceptions about their involvement
in a women's studies course.
explored the students'

The interview methodology

concepts of their sense of self as

women and their emerging sense of feminism.

Indepth

interviews were used to capture the participant's
perceptions about the course in their own words.

Such

interviews were congruent with similar research conducted
on women students
1991; Luttrell,

(Bargad & Hyde,

1991; Fonow & Cook,

1985).

There were three reasons for the use of indepth
interviews.

Indepth interviews permitted:

perspective on research; b)
particular phenomena; and c)

a)

a feminist

an indepth understanding of a
a recording and understanding

of individuals' perceptions in their own words.
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The underlying framework that guided this qualitative
exploration was the influence of a feminist perspective on
research methods.

One value of a feminist research

framework suggests that qualitative methodology is an
important research tool to elicit participants'
descriptions of their lived experience.

own

Such indepth

interviews permitted the women participants to provide
these descriptions

in their own words.

their perceptions of the course as

They described

it related to their

lived experiences as working class women
1991;

Harding,

1987;

Generally,
of feminism.

Stanley & Wise,

(Fonow & Cook,

1983).

feminist research supports the broad aims

Aims of feminism and feminist research

include a critical examination of women's

lives as a

strategy to identify and celebrate the diversity in
women's

lives.

A feminist research framework has also

been committed to the critical examination and scrutiny of
the nature of women's oppression and the efforts to
overcome that oppression in women's daily lives.

This

dissertation uses a feminist research framework to further
broaden our understanding of the working class women's
lives and their experience in a women's studies course in
a community college

(Fonow & Cook,
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1991;

Harding,

1987).

In addition,

a second reason for qualitative research

and the use of indepth interviews has been cited by Taylor
and Bogdan

(1984).

A good qualitative study combines an indepth
understanding of the particular setting studied
and general theoretical insights that transcend
that particular type of setting (Taylor &
Bogdan, 1984, p. 17).

These researchers suggested this indepth
understanding of a context can be achieved through the
identification of key informants that can provide this
indepth understanding of a particular social situation.
Clearly,

students who have experienced a women's studies

course are key informants in this project.
A final reason for qualitative methodology was that
qualitative measures allow researchers to record and
understand individuals in their own terms.

Patton

(1980)

suggested that:

Qualitative measurement has to do with the kinds
of data or information that are collected.
Qualitative data consist of detailed
descriptions of situations, events, people,
interactions and observed behaviors; direct
quotations from people about their experiences,
attitudes, beliefs, and thoughts; and excerpts
or entire passages from documents,
correspondence, records, and case histories....
Qualitative data provide depth and detail.
Depth and detail emerge through direct quotation
and careful description (Patton, 1980, p. 22).
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Overview of the Research Design
The research design used indepth interviewing as the
primary technique to elucidate working class women
students'

sense of self as women and sense of feminism

through their reports of their encounter and experience in
a women's studies course.

The design of indepth

interviews included a series of open ended questions drawn
from previous research done by Bargad and Hyde

(1991)

on

women's studies students and from research completed by
Luttrell
students'

(1985,

1989)

on working class adult women

experience with education

(Appendix A).

The design also included the use of an interviewer's
journal that provided supplemental information about the
participants and their interviews during the data
collection process.

Additionally,

the design included a

content review of the collected written course materials
provided by the faculty.
Once the data were collected,

an analysis of these

students' perceptions concerning their sense of themselves
was conducted.

The analysis examined their changing self

perception as women and their sense of emerging feminism.
The analysis used the broad focus of women and their
perceptions of a sense of change.

The fully transcribed

transcripts enabled the researcher to review how each
participant saw herself as woman and as an emerging
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feminist.

The interview transcripts were reduced by

reading and reviewing each transcript wholistically and
identifying salient characteristics relating to women and
their sense of change.

Transcripts were then reviewed and

highlighted for common themes and individual
discrepancies.
The interviewer's journal was used to provide further
understanding of the themes and categories.

Finally,

the

content review of the course materials provided a way to
examine the course for feminist content.
was reduced,

After the data

a systematic thematic approach focusing

primarily on women and their sense of change and women and
their sense of feminism was used to interpret and analyze
the data.

Site
The study was conducted at one public community
college located in New England.

The College is a small

community college, with a head count of approximately 2200
students in the day and evening programs.

The College is

located in a rural area in New England, where agriculture,
small business and industry as well as education and
services make up its economic base.

The College is one of

fifteen public community colleges in a statewide system.
Additionally,

faculty working conditions,
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including

expectations for first day course materials,

are governed

by a systemwide collective bargaining contract.
The College is located in a one building campus on
the outskirts of a town of about 19,000 people.

The day

student population of the College has approximately 65%
women and 35% men attending both liberal arts and
vocational associate degree programs.

Students enter the

College with a wide range of academic abilities.
According to data offered in recent reports on the
College,
(25+),

many students are of the non-traditional age

often coming to school after a hiatus of full-time

work and/or family responsibilities.
women students are poor,

single parents and often on Aid

to Families and Dependent Children
time.

In addition, many

(AFDC)

for a period of

Many students are also the first in their family to

attend college

(Appendix G).

The course offerings at the college include three
identified women's studies courses, with two or three of
these offerings offered each semester in the day division.
From time to time,

one or two offerings are also made

available in the evening.

These courses generally fulfill

a college core requirement in a second level course in
Literature or Social Sciences.
electives for students.

The courses also serve as

The students in this study were

drawn from three sections of Women in Literature I.
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Two

were offered during the day and one was offered in the
evening

(Appendix B).

Sample Selection
Student Selection
Ten working class women students

(aged 25 and up)

who

had completed a women's studies course entitled, Women in
Literature I. were selected.

Selection for participation

was based upon completion of the biographical data form
that identified personal family background

(Appendix D).

The participants in the study were chosen from the three
sections of Women in Literature I who met the study
criteria.

The three primary criteria for selection were:

women students of non-traditional age

(25+), who were

first generation college students; whose parents held
working class jobs;

and who had completed the course,

entitled Women in Literature I

(Appendices E & F).

A letter to request participation in the study was
provided to all students in attendance at a class of each
of the three sections of the course,
(Appendix H).

during the Fall 1991

The researcher made a short announcement in

each of the three classes,

provided the request letter,

that included a short statement regarding the research
purpose.

The researcher also provided and collected the

biographical data form

(Appendix D).
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After this process occurred,

the researcher reviewed

the 39 completed biographical data forms.

Eleven

potential participants were identified to participate in
the study during late December,
1992.

1991 and early January,

Phone contacts were made to establish times for the

interview during January,
the study criteria:

1992.

These participants met

over age twenty-five

(25);

first

generation college students with parents who held working
class jobs;

and completion of the women's studies course

(Appendix E).
Ten participants agreed to participate.

Eight

interviews were conducted in the participant's home and
two were conducted in a conference room at the community
college.

All ten interviews were audiotaped and fully

transcribed.

The interviewer made notes in an

interviewer's journal during and immediately following
each interview.

Description of the Participants
Ten community college women of working class
background were interviewed.

All the women were first

generation college students and had parents who held
primarily working class jobs.
high school education or less.
England.

All their parents had a
They were all born in New

Sixty percent were born and lived in a rural
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county in western Massachusetts.
make their home in this area now

All of the participants
(Appendices E & F).

These women students ranged in age from twenty-seven
(27)

to fifty-four

thirty-one

(31)

(54).

Seven were between the ages of

and forty-nine

(49) .

Six of the ten women

entered the community college at night and nine of the ten
entered part time.

Eight of the ten students tried

college more than once.

Three women had attempted college

at three different times in their adult lives.
liberal arts majors,

All were

with between 24-63 college credits

completed at the time of the interview.
discussed their past schooling,

When they

eighty percent referred to

being tracked in high school into non-college bound tracks
(Appendix E).
All but one of the participants had children.

The

children of the participants ranged in age from preschool
to adult

(2 1/2 to 29).

single with children.

Five of the ten participants were
One of these women was currently

living with a boyfriend.
married with children.
with no children.

Four of the ten women were
One self identified as a lesbian

Nine of the ten participants self

identified as white women with Eurocentric ethnic
backgrounds.

One participant self identified as Latina

(Appendices E & F).
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Researcher's Role
In any qualitative study of this nature,

potential

problems with the research strategies and techniques could
arise

(Marshall & Rossman,

1989).

The researcher made

every effort with the participants to establish trust at
the onset of the project.

In the initial phone call and

before the interview commenced,

trust was established by

re-stating the general purpose of the research,

assuring

participants of anonymity and the confidential nature of
the research data.

Student participants were reassured

about their anonymous participation by the use of
pseudonyms.
Students were also assured that the purpose was to
elicit their reactions and perceptions about their
encounter,
class.

experience and involvement in a women's studies

Since student participants were interviewed after

the women's studies course had been completed and final
grades determined,

potential conflicts between the faculty

and student were minimized.

Additionally,

the researcher

was currently on sabbatical from her full-time teaching
responsibilities in another department at the college.
When the data was collected and analyzed,
was a student in a nearby university.
the researcher and participants'
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the researcher

The similarity of

roles as students enabled

participants to be more forthcoming concerning their
perceptions.
Additionally,

participants were informed that the

research results would be made available to them upon
reguest

(Appendix H).

The general conclusions of the

research would be shared so that a better understanding of
students' perceptions of the women's studies courses can
occur.

For student participants,

the research findings

yield information that will be potentially useful in
future course selection.

Faculty may find such research

information helpful in future course revisions and
delivery.

Data Collection Techniques
The data collection procedures were completed in
three ways:
1.

Indepth interviews of 60 to 90 minutes with ten
individual student participants were conducted.
Subsequent full written transcripts were made.

2.

An interviewer's journal was kept.

Pertinent

information about each interview and ideas
regarding common themes were noted in the
journal at the time the interviews were
conducted.
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3.

A content review of the written course materials
including catalogue description,
objectives,
description,

topical outline,
grading process,

written course

assignment
stated

instructional modality and other available
public course documents served as another data
collection strategy.

Interviews with Students
The interviews with the students were conducted in a
mutually agreed upon private location and at a mutually
agreed upon time that was convenient to the researcher and
participant.

As mentioned,

eight were conducted in the

participants' homes and two were conducted at the College.
All interviews were audio tape recorded upon signature of
informed consent

(Appendix C).

A brief explanation of the

purpose of the study was reviewed.

The general purpose of

the interview questions and strategy of open ended
interviews were reviewed with the participant in the pre¬
interview phone conversation that established the time and
location for the interview and again before commencing the
taped interview.
The purpose of the research design of the student
interviews permitted participants to tell their stories in
their own words about their college experience and their

58

involvement in a women's studies course,

in particular.

The interviewer asked questions and probed with follow up
questions to elicit information concerning the
participant's sense of the following:
experience in the past;

(b)

involvement in college now;

(a)

their schooling

their experience and
(c)

their experience and

involvement in a women's studies course;

and

(d)

their

sense of the women's studies course content in conjunction
with their sense of family relationships and
responsibilities.
as:

Participants answered questions such

What has schooling been like for you in the past?

What did you like and dislike?
to a community college?

What prompted you to come

How do you see your

involvement

and experience with the women's studies course? What did
you think the women's studies course would be about when
you first enrolled?

What is important to you as a woman

in this course now?

What connections,

if any,

can you

make with the content of the women's studies class and
your own life as a woman?

What connections,

if any,

can

you make with the women's studies class and your family
responsibilities?
a future student

What would you say about this course to
(Appendix A)?

In order to assess and refine questions

for the

interview a pilot interview was conducted in early
October,

1991,

with one woman student who had previously
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completed the same course.

This pilot interview suggested

that the general order of the questions should proceed
from the general experience of schooling in the past to
involvement in the community college to the specific
involvement and experience in the women's studies course.
Additionally,

the pilot study suggested that the

researcher should utilize more questioning and probing
strategies as follow up questions.

Such follow up probes

included "can you elaborate more about your experience" or
"can you give me an example of what you mean."

Such

strategies did provide the ten research participants more
opportunities to expand and give examples of their
descriptions of their experience during their interviews.

Interviewer's Journal
The interviewer's journal permitted the researcher to
make notes during the interview and immediately upon
completion of the interview.

This permitted the

researcher to record information about the conditions of
the interview,

the responses of the interviewee and notes

for follow up probe questions.
completion of the interview,
patterns,

Additionally,

ideas of themes,

upon
emerging

and reflections were noted in this journal.

the end of each interview and prior to the subsequent
interview,

the researcher reviewed these notes.
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At

Course Document Collection
The following course documents were solicited and
collected from each of the three faculty members teaching
the course.

These documents served as the archival

documents for content review in this research project.
The documents included the following:
1.

course catalogue description

2.

written course objectives

3.

topical content outline

4.

assignment description and grading process

5.

stated instructional modality

6.

other available public course documents,
including the college catalogue

(Appendix B).

These course materials provided another mechanism to
examine the courses.

Since the collective bargaining

contract governing these faculty member's working
conditions requires that these abovementioned materials be
handed out during the first week of classes,

collection of

these written documents was relatively easy.
Additionally,

since all three course instructors plan this

course together,

their instructional course documents were

very similar.
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Strategies for Managing the Data
In qualitative research,

previous literature has

suggested that it is important to maintain flexibility in
the research design and implementation in order to permit
the participant's experience to speak for itself.

Still,

it was important to develop systems to manage the data
(Marshall & Rossman,

1989).

manage the data:

audio tape recording all interviews

(a)

Several systems were used to

with subsequent transcription,
binder;

(b)

organized in a three ring

an interviewer's journal;

and

(c)

course

materials collection file.

Interviews
All interviews of the students were audio tape
recorded and fully transcribed.
alter what people might say,

While tape recording can

it also permits researchers

to capture much more than notetaking and memory
Bogdan,

1984).

(Taylor &

The length of each student interview was

between 60 and 90 minutes with an average of 75 minutes,
with subsequent transcripts of about 30-35 pages each.
The transcriptions were completed by the researcher or by
one of two qualified professional transcribers,

including

a professional secretary and a professional court
reporter.

The researcher and these professionals readily

ensured the accuracy and content quality of the written
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transcripts.

Such complete transcripts permitted further

data management and analysis.
(1989)

As Marshall and Rossman

suggest:

The process of preserving the data and meanings
on tape and the combined transcription and
preliminary analysis greatly increases the
efficiency of the data.
The researcher's
transcription, done with the literature review,
previous data, and earlier analytic memos in
mind, became a useful part of data analysis and
not mere clerical duty (Marshall & Rossman,
1989, p. 112).

Interviewer's Journal
The interviewer's journal was used to keep an outline
of the topics covered in each interview.

The journal also

assisted in observations about the interview process
concerning notes on:

emerging themes, interpretations, hunches and
striking gestures and nonverbal expressions
essential to understanding a person's words
(Taylor & Bogdan, 1984, p. 104).

Finally,

the interviewer's journal assisted in record

keeping and notetaking after each contact with
participants.
These systems were in keeping with good research
practices in qualitative research and assisted the
researcher in dealing with the data collection and later
data analysis.

Ultimately these strategies assisted the
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researcher in keeping track of the interview data and
nuances presented in the interviews.
strategies,

The data collection

particularly the complete written transcripts

and the interviewer's journal, were beneficial in keeping
the data organized
Rossman,
Bogdan,

(Lincoln & Guba,

1989; Patton,

1980;

1985; Marshall &

Seidman,

1991; Taylor &

1984) .

Feminist researchers also suggest that it is
necessary for the interviewer to be involved with the
participants to a certain degree to elicit trust and
positive results
Roberts,

1981;

(Fonow & Cook,

Stanley & Wise,

1991; Harding,
1983).

1987;

As Oakley

(1981)

concludes:

personal involvement is more than dangerous
bias-it is the condition under which people come
to know each other and to admit others into
their lives (Oakley, 1981, p. 58).

Other researchers

(Acker,

Barry,

& Esseveld,

1991)

have also underscored the importance of establishing trust
and a conversational connection with the participants in
these kinds of interviews.

As some researchers suggest

in-depth interview should be loosely structured and more
like conversations.

Marshall & Rossman

(1989)

suggest:

Typically, qualitative interviews are much more
like conversations than formal, structured
interviews.
The researcher explores a few
general topics to help uncover the
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participants's meaning perspective....
The most
important aspect of the interviewer's approach
concerns conveying the idea that the
participant's information is acceptable and
valuable (Marshall & Rossman, 1989, p. 82).

Course Materials
The final data collection strategy was the collection
and organization of the course materials.

Course

materials for each course were collected early in the
research process and kept in a reference file for the
interview data.

This organization of the course materials

as a reference permitted cross comparisons between course
sections and comparisons within the interview data.

The

collection of the course materials in a reference file
assisted the researcher in understanding any observations
or comments that students made about the course content,
assignments and teaching practices.
In summary,

every effort was made to permit both

flexibility and organization.
transcribed interviews,

The strategies of taped and

the interviewer's journal and the

course materials file provided the necessary
organizational tools and yet still permitted the
researcher the necessary flexibility to capture the
participant's topics and themes as they emerged during the
data collection.
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Data Analysis

General Overview
The challenge in the data analysis process of
qualitative research and in this dissertation has been to
permit both flexibility and analytical procedures at the
same time.

According to Marshall and Rossman

(1989):

Data analysis is the process of bringing order,
structure, and meaning to a mass of collected
data....
Qualitative data analysis is a search
for general statement about relationships among
categories; it builds grounded theory (Marshall
& Rossman, 1989, p. 112).

As in any research effort,

the researcher necessarily

made decisions about the inclusion and exclusion of data
collected in the final project.

The description of the

phases in the data analysis follows and describes the
researcher's strategies in the decision making process.
As Geertz

(1973)

suggests:

Cultural analysis is (or should be) guessing at
meanings, assessing the guesses, and drawing
explanatory conclusions from the better guesses,
not discovering the Continent of Meaning and
mapping out its bodiless landscape (Geertz,
1973, p. 20).

Phases in the Data Analysis Process
There were two phases in the data analysis procedure:
data reduction and data interpretation
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(Marshall &

Rossman,

1989).

The data reduction strategies related to

the data collection techniques.

The organizational

strategies of the taped and transcribed interviews,
interviewer's journal and the course materials'

the

file,

assisted the researcher in the subsequent data analysis.
The data analysis focused on the general concepts of
women and sense of change.

This general focus permitted

the data reductions to occur without necessarily forcing
the participant's meaning into a rigid framework.

The

data was then further reduced by indigenous categories as
suggested by the participants themselves as noted as
topical themes in the interviews and the interviewer's
journal.

The participants' themes focused on how they saw

the course content and course process
1989; Patton,

(Marshall & Rossman,

1980).

Steps in Data Reduction and Data Analysis.

The steps

in the data reduction and data analysis process were
twofold.

First,

each transcript was globally read over

and all ten taped interviews were listened to.

Secondly,

salient quotes from the participants that represented the
emerging themes were identified and highlighted.
Because I had conducted the interviews over a period
of four weeks in January,

1992 and completed the

transcripts of four interviews myself,
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the participants'

themes and categories rapidly began to emerge.

The global

review of the transcripts and listening to all the tapes
did suggest the themes concerning women and a sense of
change in their lives.

Change in the women's lives were

represented in two categories.
events in the participants'
change in their lives.

First,

particular life

lives led them to make a

Secondly,

change in the women's

lives were suggested as the women spoke about important
professional individuals,

especially in the community

college, who empowered them to make changes in their
lives.
The global review of the transcripts with reference
to the interviewer's journal and the course materials'
file led me to see that evidence of a sense of change had
occurred in these women's lives.

The global review

provided the strategy to further elaborate the
presentation of the data.

The first two categories

emerged from the general focus on women and change.

The

second two categories emerged from the women themselves
when they discussed the course content and course process.
In the data presentation,

the first category

concerned women and a sense of change in their lives.

The

second category concerned the important professional
individuals,

particularly those in the community college,

who empowered the women to take risks and change.
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Thirdly,

evidence about the course content emerged.

Finally,

as the data were reduced,

the fourth category

that emerged was grouped under the course process.
After the global review and the identification of
categories,

the second step in the data reduction process

was to identify salient quotes from the participants that
exemplified these four areas.

The transcripts were

highlighted and quotes were organized according to the
four abovementioned categories.

As has been suggested by

the qualitative research methodology,

these efforts

permitted the voices of the participants to be heard
(Fonow & Cook,

1991).

During this data reduction process,

the researcher kept in mind the literature review,
particularly the categories of women and change as
suggested by Luttrell

(1985)

and the categories of

feminist identity development as suggested by Bargad and
Hyde

(1991).

Interviews
The data collection and data reduction techniques
provided the way for the analysis of the indepth interview
samples from the women students.

The wholistic approach

of examining the transcript as a whole and then again for
specific themes and categories did allow for analysis.

By

using categories identified by the participants and those
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that the researcher saw as salient and realistic based on
previous research literature,

further interpretations,

and

sensemaking of the data evolved.
This overview approach combined with the thematic
approach allowed the researcher to examine the raw data
for patterns,

themes,

and categories.

Patton

(1980)

suggests that:

Case analysis involves organizing the data by
specific cases which permits indepth study of
these cases.
Cases can be individuals,
programs, institutions, or groups.
The case
study approach to qualitative analysis is a
specific way of collecting data, organizing
data, and analyzing data.
The purpose is to
gather comprehensive, systematic and indepth
information about each case of interest (Patton,
1980, p. 303).

The strategy of focusing on women and change was a
similar to the analytic strategy employed by Luttrell
(1985)

in her study on working class women students.

Given that the purpose of this study was to examine the
influence of a women's studies course on working class
women students'
appropriate.

lives,

such a focus was indeed

The second strategy of reviewing the

transcripts for the participants'

own common themes was

congruent with good qualitative research strategies
& Cook,

1991; Marshall & Rossman,

1989).

(Fonow

The final

strategy was the examination and analysis of the data for
a sense of emerging feminism as proposed by the feminist
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identity development model

(Bargad & Hyde,

1991).

This

model also assisted the researcher in the development of
patterns,

themes and categories regarding the

participants'
However,

attitudes towards feminism.
as cited by Patton

(1980)

one of the

inherent problems in using predetermined labels and
categories is the need to retreat to linear assumptions.

It is the ongoing challenge, paradox, and
dilemma of qualitative analysis that we must be
constantly moving back and forth between the
phenomenon of the programs (data) and our
abstractions of that program (data), between the
descriptions of what has occurred and our
analysis of those descriptions, between the
complexity and reality and our simplification of
those complexities, between the circularities
and interdependencies of human activity and our
need for linear, ordered statements of cause and
effect (Patton, 1980, p. 325).

Interviewer's Journal and Course Materials File
The interviewer's journal and the course materials
file also served as background guides for determining the
themes and patterns that presented themselves in the
transcripts.

Both these research organizational tools

assisted the researcher in identifying particular themes
and similar characteristics of the participants,

that

emerged from the transcripts of the interviews
(Appendix F).

The interviewer's journal and the course
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materials file provided the researcher with further
insights and possible themes and categories that the
participants

identified.

Data Interpretation
Finally,

as Geertz

(1973)

suggests the interpretation

of the data has ultimately been my own best guesses and
assessment of these guesses based on a thorough review of
the research literature,

the organizational techniques

used in the research process and my own experience in
teaching in women's studies courses.

Since the data

interpretation focused broadly on women and change,

the

interpretative process was able to use the participants'
own categories within the broad framework of women and
change.

The

interpretation also permitted the comparisons

among the students through an examination of their
perceptions concerning the influence of a women's studies
course had on their sense self as women and on their
emerging sense of feminism.
synthesis of the data,

In the interpretation and

the richness of the participants'

descriptions provided the researcher with a sense of how
working class women students made sense of this women's
studies course.
In summary,

it was the researcher's

intent to

maintain flexibility and openness to themes and typologies
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identified by the participants themselves rather than to
rigidly use either the feminist identity model proposed by
Bargad and Hyde
used by Luttrell

(1991)

or women and sense of change model

(1985).

After all,

the purpose of this

qualitative research is to describe the working class
women students'

own sensemaking and meaning of their

involvement in college and in particular their involvement
in the women's studies course.
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CHAPTER IV

PRESENTATION OF THE FINDINGS

Introduction
The purpose of this chapter is to present the
findings of indepth interviews of ten non-traditional aged
(25+)

college women who had completed one women's studies

course,

Women in Literature I.

The overall question that

guided this research was: what happens to a working class
woman student of non-traditional age

(25+)

when she

encounters and experiences the content and teaching
practices of a women's studies class.

The indepth

interview questions focused on schooling in the past,
schooling in the community college now,

and specifically

the experience and participation in this women's studies
course.
The findings are organized and presented in four
areas.

The first area of evidence is described as The

Meaning of Schooling: A Sense of Change.

The transcripts

provided evidence concerning how most of the participants
prior to their community college experience had negative
experiences and impressions of schooling.

In this section

participants primarily describe events in their lives that
contributed to their decision to enter college and the
meaning the community college had for them.
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The second section,

Empowerment,

entitled Sense of Personal

further described evidence concerning the

participants experiences in the community college.

Here,

they reflected upon their past experiences with school,
especially as they made comparisons between high school
and the community college.

And most importantly,

they

discussed the significant people who helped them to
succeed in the community college.
The third section,

entitled Making Sense of a Women's

Studies Course, presents evidence about what the
participants said about the content of the women's studies
course.

This section is organized in three ways.

The

women participants discussed how the course provided them
with a historical perspective of women's lives.

Secondly,

the women also discussed how the course content provided
them with an increased appreciation for the conditions of
their mothers'

lives.

Finally,

the participants discussed

how the readings and discussions increased their
understanding of the complexity and diversity of black
women's lives.
The last section,

entitled The Course Process: What

Happens in a Women's Studies Course, presents evidence
about the course process and classroom climate.

Here the

participants discussed the value and challenges inherent
in class discussions as the primary pedagogical strategy.
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They spoke about the discrepancies and problems with the
discussion method,

particularly when they discussed their

attempts to understand their younger women student
colleagues and their male student colleagues.

Finally,

this section described the value of course assignments,
especially the reflective journal assignment.

The Meaning of Schooling: A Sense of Change
This section presents the findings about the women
participants'

sense of schooling and their family's

attitudes towards schooling in the past.

This section

also presents findings concerning how the participants
were tracked into non-college bound course in high school.
Many of these women had had negative experiences with
schooling in the past.
Yet,

For them,

"school was a blur."

even as they described negative experiences with

school or with their family,
experiences with teachers,

they also recalled positive

school personnel and/or family

members who encouraged them in their academic endeavors.
Evidence of change in the participants'

lives often came

when they were asked to talk about what prompted them to
come to the community college.

Despite limited or lack of

success with school in high school,

six of the ten

participants entered a community college,
through evening classes.

primarily

Nine out of ten participants
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began by taking only one or two courses to start.
typical of non-traditional aged women students,

As is

eight of

ten participants entered college to take courses and then
stopped again, more than once.
college,

Three women attempted

started and stopped at least twice before

enrolling the third time "for real"

(Appendix E).

The participants described why they entered a
community college.

For some,

entrance into the community

college happened because they had more time.

They were

interested in improving the conditions of their own lives
or their children's lives.

In other cases,

it was because

of certain life events had occurred and it was the right
time in their lives to attend college.

For others,

it was

the opportunity to finish something they had started
before marriage and children.

Some of the life events

that provided the opportunity to attend college included
family reasons such as divorce,

separation and/or

dissolution of a relationship.

Others talked about

physical abuse,

and alcoholism in their spouse.

Still

other women spoke of feeling stuck at home with kids,
being bored,
older,

or that their children were grown up and

or at least in school.

Other women spoke about events that related to their
work lives.

These included job loss,

injury on the job,

or car accident and difficulty in getting to the job.
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Some of the women talked about feeling stuck in their job
and wanting better job opportunities.
At the point of entry to college or further
schooling,

often to take only one course,

participants

expressed a desire to learn and achieve certain social
markers of their success.
desire:

to get a GED,

evening program,

For example,

they expressed a

to graduate from high school in an

to graduate from community college or to

get a job promotion.

Some participants said that they

were inspired to learn more about their children's
behavior,

their husband's and family's behavior,

work lives.

For example,

or their

one participant said "the change

of going to school was for me and my kids."

For others,

tuition benefits and reasonable costs enabled them to
attend the community college.
Participant Adrienne,

age thirty-six

previous attempts at college,
college for her child.

(36),

after two

said that she came to the

She entered college "for real,"

not too long after the birth of her daughter.

And that really was what it was, for her.
I
just said I'm gonna be a good provider.
I
realized I can't depend on anyone but myself.
And I have to be there for her.
There's a
strong push and will and desire to be there for
her, and to be successful and to be a good role
model...I had the confidence at that point.
And I...didn't know what I wanted to be but I
knew I wanted to be successful, and I knew I
didn't want to have to count on anybody else's
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abilities but my own....
This time I had the
emotional maturity and life experience to talk
to everyone (about college).

Participant Carol,

age forty-two

(42),

entered

college because she felt her daughters were old enough at
about seven

(7)

and nine

at eighteen

(18),

(9).

She had attempted college

but left to work and eventually marry.

She worked full-time in retail for about nine years before
the birth of her two daughters.

She was a full-time

mother for another twelve years before her re-entry to
college.

...the children finally reached an age where I
thought it was okay.
I felt comfortable...going
off and doing something I wanted to do.
And I
always felt as though...I wanted to finish
something I had started in '67.
And I also
found myself terrified of going out into the
real world again after such a long absence, of
twelve years.
And I thought this would be a
fairly safe way of doing that... community
colleges make it easy.
I just basically signed
up for courses...I think being in school has
made me more confident about...now going out, or
at some point, going out and facing the public
world.
I think the decision to come back to
school and not go back to work that I had been
doing, before,...was important.

She continued by describing what going to a community
college was like for her.

I remember telling my friend that I felt like
Rip Van Winkle.
That suddenly there was a world
going on that...I had...been missing, and it was
just missing because I was staying home with my
children.
It's almost as if the piece of me was
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taken out and set aside for a little while...and
now it's a process of moving all the pieces back
together, into some kind of a grouping that's
comfortable.
When I started taking courses
here, I took them by interest.
What I wanted to
do.

While another participant,
(47),

Donna,

age forty-seven

had been taking college courses part-time,

off for years.

on and

She indicated that her divorce provided

the opportunity to change how she saw herself.

...of course, the divorce, gave me the idea, the
option to just finally be myself.
I didn't have
to fight for everything, that I wanted to do.
And I sort felt the strength of being able to
make the choices, I just kept going further and
further...I think as I finally got more secure
in my own self, I was able to let other things
go • « •
0

Donna continued as she spoke about the importance of
going to college.

I just think it's really important (to complete
college)...I guess I feel like I'm a better
person, or something, because I'm more well
rounded now.
After each course, I feel like I'm
just so much more intelligent.
Or I feel like I
can express myself better, in different areas,
things that I don't know anything about.
And I
don't get that by just reading by myself.
I
like the classroom.
Maybe it's the structure
where you have to sit down and you have to read
a certain thing, discuss it and think about it,
or work with it.

Liz,

age twenty-seven

(27),

also spoke about how

finishing a special program to get her high school diploma
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at night was the beginning of change for her.

She spoke

especially about how she wanted to do something for
herself.

She talked about how she wanted to get out of an

abusive situation with a boyfriend.

...I was making my own decisions to want to go
to school which was a different thing.
This is
I don't have to go to school anymore.
There's
no more requirement of me to be here, but...I
want to do something with my life.
This was a
change that was happening...I was starting to
face the reality that this person is not for me.
I need to do for me...I still wanted to cling
onto this past, that I felt secure in.
This is
what I knew.
But I said no, I have to go on.
I
don't know what's out there.
It's kind of
scary.
I have to go on...and I did graduate,
and I was the first person to graduate in this
program.

Liz continued to talk about her situation later on.
The transition to leave yet another relationship with a
boyfriend was the impetus to move and enter the community
college.

She left the community she had been living in,

moved around for almost a year,
relatives,
young sons.

living with friends and

waiting for public housing for her and her two
After leaving the father of her two sons,

spoke about having her own place.

...I moved up here...and was looking to
establish my own place.
At this point realizing,
that I was wanting to do something for myself.
I didn't want to stay home and just be here and
not do anything for myself.
I wanted my
children to think that their mother was able to
care of myself...I wanted to fulfill myself.
I
want them to feel I'm strong; Mom is making it.

81

she

She's made it.
I want them to see that as an
example, as a role model.
I think woman is
heart...we do a lot of things through our heart.

Another participant,

Frances,

age twenty-eight

(28),

discussed how an injury on the job and being disabled was
what got her back in college.

... it was the desire of wanting something more
and the injury.
Getting injured allowed it to
happen.
Because if I thought about it, I
wouldn't have gone, because I needed to support
myself.
I was living on my own and I had to
keep an apartment and so financially I couldn't
have afforded to go...returning to school.
There's a different mindset....
Being 28 and
being in school as opposed to being 17 and being
in school, is, I think, a big difference.
Because I have been out, and I've worked and
I've been married and I've been divorced.
And
so...you go at it from a different angle than
high school.

Frances continued as she talked about the value of
going to college for her,

as she talked about college in

general and specifically the two courses that she had
completed that dealt with women

(Women in Literature I and

Psychology of Women).

...they validated who I am, in my journey, in my
quest.
Going to school, and education has given
me another level of accepting myself...I
carried, a lot of guilt and shame about being a
high school dropout, with a GED, and feeling,
and a lot of ignorance about a lot of things.
And now feeling more confident about, knowing a
little bit more that I did two years ago...(I
see)...myself has been changing...in the way
that I choose to live my life.
Being sober,
being a lesbian, and know that's okay...I seek
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out people...that are a little more self
confident and self aware that have self worth
and pretty much the people that I'm in
relationship with today are sober women, and
just sober in different ways, as opposed to the
contacts that I grew up with before.

Susan,

age thirty-nine

(39),

told a slightly

different story concerning why she decided to take college
courses.

After being home full time with her son,

about six months,

for

she felt she needed to get out of the

house and wanted to understand her husband better.

A few months later, I found myself being really
bored and I was probably bored during most of my
marriage anyway...my husband was also an
alcoholic...and he was giving me a hard time and
I had decided to take a psychology course, to
learn how to deal with him...I remember telling
my husband that I wanted to take a class and he
was sort of shocked.
'Cause, and I mean he was
a railroad worker and undereducated himself and
he was shocked but he thought it was an ok
idea...I just went there for sheer survival...
well, I'm going to go and take psychology and
learn about psychology and try to figure my
husband out, so I can fix him.
(Laughs) ha, ha,
but once I took the course, and decided I wasn't
going to learn how to fix him.
I found that it
was excellent for me to be there...I was there
for other reasons...for intellectual
stimulation.

Due to circumstances in her life,

Susan did not

continue to take courses for several years.
after becoming separated from her husband,
school full-time during the day.
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Eventually,
she returned to

She talked very clearly

about how college has given her a sense of herself and
improved her self esteem.

...the college...has helped with my self esteem
tremendously.
I can't just believe how well I
am doing and how much teachers seem to like what
I say....
I feel more capable, not only because
I'm getting good grades, but because I'm
stimulated.
I'm capable, I feel like I'm
capable to myself.

Susan also articulated how proud she was of herself
for having successfully completed a very difficult science
course.
that,

She said,

"...just to be able to get through

gave me a sense of myself and my capabilities...it

gave me a sense of I'm really capable."
She also identified how she has

learned to tell her

teachers what is going on in her life,
with her ex-husband and her two sons,
felt it was

including dealing
and her job.

She

important to describe to her professors why it

was sometimes difficult to get her school work completed.

...For me, where I used to be shy and
procrastinate terribly... and afraid to knock on
the door and say this is what's happening...I do
it right off the bat.
For me, that's a real
good thing for me to learn how to trust people.
So I learned a lot of trust from my professors.

Another student.

Holly,

age thirty-two

children and a mother who still
life.

(32),

interfered in her daily

She spoke about needing to do something for
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had two

herself,

despite her mother's objections.

She also spoke

about her suicide attempt as the impetus to go to college.

...I tried to commit suicide.
That was when I
said, okay, that's it.
I'm doing something for
me, and that was when I decided to go back to
school...my mother still feels that women don't
need an education to get by in life...but at
this point, I just said okay, that's it.
I'm
going back to school...I know my limits, from...
when I tried to commit suicide.
I know my
limits...I know what I can and can't do.
If
people don't like me or can't accept me, then I
have the attitude now that's okay.
I don't
care...and I just know I have more self
confidence...(about going to college)...at least
I can say that I tried.
This is the biggest
thing that I tell my kids.
You got to at least
try.
And if you fail...you pick up and you go
onto something else, you try again.
You can't
just sit there and expect things to happen.

Holly further continued to talk about what she likes
about the community college and her goal eventually to
work with deaf children.

(Going to college)... it's a way for me to relax.
I get out and meet people and talk to people...I
still don't have an overabundance of friends but
I mean I don't have people picking at me and
laughing at me....
And now I'm partially deaf
myself so...that's what I'm going for, is to
eventually work with deaf children....
But
then, as I started going to school and building
up my confidence...I thought...maybe I'll do
something more on a one to one situation (with
deaf children).

Another participant,

Jean,

age fifty-three

(53),

discussed how she was intending to go to college after
high school but then her parents got divorced.
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But she

eventually began to realize she could get a better job
with a college education.

I liked high school very much, but I also...
didn't feel really confident about how far I
could go from there...at the time...my parents
divorced.
And so it was a time in my life where
I felt very strongly that I needed to quickly
get what I could in education and then get out
and work.

She worked on and off,
years,

primarily as a secretary for

taking almost ten years out for mothering two

children.

Eventually,

she returned to work as a secretary

and began to see that there were positions that she could
qualify for if she had more education.

There were...certainly other positions that I
felt confident to do, but didn't hold the right
degrees for.
So, that, also coupled with
tuition remission, which is a benefit, and being
so close to the community college, it made a lot
of sense to say, "Hey, why not try to take a few
things?"
And so that was my first motivation,
because of thinking, "Well, maybe I could get a
better job."

Jean began by taking courses at night,
College was close by,

because the

and because the tuition was a

bargain and because her husband had lost his job.

...And those were primarily the reasons, that I
liked it at first.
But once I got started, I
was really impressed with the quality of
teaching.
I really have to say that...I really
enjoyed the teachers.
Very, very accommodating
and concerned is what I found...I mean they
really wanted to help you learn.
I was really
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impressed with that.
It makes you feel really
good to think there'd be a classroom, and
there'd be people at a lot of different levels,
in many cases.
And yet the teachers that I had
never made you feel uncomfortable, never made
you feel like you either had to catch up or that
you were being held back....
Either way.
That
they were able to really balance that out....
And, I think that's a very difficult thing to
do.

Participant Joan,

age forty-four

(44) ,

discussed how

going to the community college helped her to become a
whole new person.

It has been such an exceptionally positive
experience for me.
It's really laid the
foundation for me for building a whole new
person...it's the kind of thing that parents
should do for children....
Parents...what you
try to do when they are very young you try to
build a foundation for them that they can draw
on,...a sense of yourself, a sense of self
esteem, confidence in what you can do, and
I
didn't get that as a chiId...so I've gotten that
here.
I've gotten that sense of myself and I
feel confident about myself.
I can now go on
and do things that I wouldn't have even
considered.
I can reach for that star that I
always wanted to reach for and I wouldn't have
tried that if I hadn't had that experience at
_ Community College.

She continued to clearly describe how the course
helped her see herself as a woman changing.

I think my sense of myself as a woman is very
definitely changing.
I'm not sure how yet,
because understand that this is the only course
that I've taken with...some of the issues about
women....
It might be too early to say how I'm
changing...I think what I realize is that I am
becoming more enlightened, more aware of the
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discrepancies between the genders...when you
start reading literature and you start taking
courses involving women's issues, you can't help
become more aware of the discrepancies, I mean,
discrimination...! am evolving as a woman, as a
person...I definitely know that I am becoming a
stronger person, and I have a stronger sense of
myself, and that I'm just as important as the
next person.
And what I have to say is just as
important...! am in the process of evolving as a
woman, as a person...that I'm being awakened.

In summary,
college,

as participants spoke about the community

they talked about teachers and courses.

said that the experience,

They

"inspired me to learn," "lit a

fire in me," "was inspirational" and "made me curious to
find out more."

Participants said that their initial

success at the community college gave them a desire for
change in their lives.
their lives,

They spoke of wanting to change

especially as they spoke about change from

traditional roles for women: wife,
others,

mother,

secretary.

For

school became a way out of "just" caring about

their children and marriage.

A few participants indicated

that they began to get in touch with what they could
accomplish,

and know their own limits.

success in college,

With continued

often surprised by their good grades,

they began to see themselves as a whole new person.

They

saw themselves as changing and indicated that it also
meant that the family members saw a change in them.
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Some

went through the divorce or the dissolution of their
relationship.

Others left a job to pursue school full¬

time.

Sense of Personal Empowerment
As each participant became more fully immersed in
academic life at the community college,

she became more

reflective about aspects of past schooling.

Additionally,

the women discussed people who helped and empowered them
in their initial attempts at the community college.
Often,

initial success with one course or one caring

teacher enabled them to continue college.
immediately continued taking courses.

Some

Others enrolled in

college courses after another hiatus of a few semesters.
All ten participants talked about regaining a sense
of themselves and their academic abilities through the
community college experience.

The women began to see

themselves as capable of learning and as confident in
their decision making abilities.

As their decision making

skills increased concerning their schooling,

they gained

more confidence in their academic skills and more
comfortable in school.

They became more empowered to make

choices in their own lives.
family members,

Some spoke about how their

especially their children were proud of

them.
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Most of their sense of empowerment grew from their
increased self confidence and their own advocacy for
themselves:

"I went to college for me”;

do what I want.”

"I finally got to

They wanted to improve their life

conditions and expressed dreams for changing the
conditions of the lives of their children.
The women indicated that this new self awareness,
self esteem and empowerment to change came from a variety
of experiences.

Some of the experiences were within the

college attendance and some out of college.

But the

common thread was that a person of significance took an
interest in their lives and in their schooling.

The

people in their lives that gave them courage to change
were primarily women teachers and therapists.

Sixty

percent of the influential people were women, mostly
faculty members,
college.

advisors or counselors at the community

In two cases,

In another case,

a woman therapist was influential.

two teachers,

a male and a female,

influenced the building of self confidence and self
esteem.

In one case,

a male faculty member was initially

very influential.
There were also experiences with self help groups and
reflections about the conditions of their lives that
inspired them to change.

Some women began to "say no" to

caregiving responsibilities and to do things for
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themselves.

For a few participants,

community of friends,
with women friends,

being involved with a

particularly their relationships

enabled them to find support to make

change in their lives.
Taking the first step,

to enroll in the community

college, was often difficult.
change was empowering,

Yet,

the risk to make the

particularly when the women were

encouraged by a faculty teacher or advisor to continue
their academic efforts.

In some of the cases,

had the support of their family members.
instances,

the women

In other

they did not.

For example,
In her situation,

Jean had the support of family members.
her husband's job loss and her adult

daughter's experience of taking a course at the level
community college helped to encourage her to take the
risk.

...In the meantime, my husband's job, he had
lost his job.
And had to...completely change
careers.
And this was the time, my son, the
youngest child we have, was about to start
college.
So...financially, I thought to myself,
"Well, you know, being able to earn more money
wasn't a bad idea."
...so this might help,
"I'll see how far I can go with it."
...my
daughter had taken one course there (at the
community college)... there was a course she had
needed.
So she took it at night there.
This
was before I started.
And she came back and
told me that it was really an excellent
course....
And so then, when I went, I found
out for myself, "Yeah, she was right."
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Jean also spoke about her own parents'

attitude

towards reading and how that helped to promote her own
understanding of the importance and value of an education.

My parents both read.
My mother read.
She read
and my father read.
They both did read.
They
both developed in a love of reading.
And in
fact, I think part of it was on my mother's side
of the family that desire to succeed in this new
country....
And so people on that side of the
family certainly have a recognition that
education is an opportunity for... changing your
life.
It's very well regarded...their
motivation was almost like the Asians are doing
now...I mean when they come over and they're
willing to sacrifice anything as far as living
conditions as long as they have that education.

Frances,

on the other hand,

of her family for education.

did not have the support

Yet,

she spoke about a few

teachers in her past schooling who had valued her and
given her a sense of herself.

She spoke about a second

grade teacher and one of the community college teachers
she had when she first attempted college.

I remember enjoying second grade...I liked the
teacher, (name).
She was a nice woman.
I think
it was a good time in my life...she would really
listen to me; she was kind.
She appeared to
really enjoy what she was doing....
After
second grade it's (school) is kinda blurry....
My experience at (a larger urban community
college)...I had some really good instructors
...two English teachers that I had....
They
took a lot of time explaining things... learning
how to write and learning things I never did.
This particular woman helped me a lot...I
left... because my life outside got pretty
hectic.
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As Frances continued,

she talked about her recovery

from alcohol and drug abuse and what being in a community
college,

had done for her.

She spoke about how she sees

herself now.

I think just as a person...my self identity, to
know myself, to like myself, to like what I'm
doing, and who I am with, and being with people
who have that same feel,...and I think my
journey is just to know who I am, in everything
I do...inner peace, that's what I desire...
reflection is very important.

In Susan's interview,

she spoke at various times

about the people in her life who had demonstrated a sense
of mutual empathy and mutual empowerment.

She spoke how a

real crisis with her alcoholic husband and her crumbling
marriage was the impetus to move on.
self help groups,

therapy,

She talked about

college professors and her

renewed relationship with her brother as an adult.

But I had a real crisis...I left him (husband)
again...somebody told me to go to an al-anon
meeting and start getting therapy.
So that's
what I did...I was back in therapy for a couple
of years.
And then I just decided to go back to
school and I knew this time I was really back in
school...but this time, for sure, it was like,
definitely for me...and I found (faculty)
advisors there...their doors, most of them...are
never closed.
...I think that's just super...so
I learned a lot of trust from my professors...
during the four years, I also have to say that
I've gotten closer to my family of origin.
I
made amends...I established a really, really
close relationship with my brother.
He's five
years younger than I am.
And that is something
I just can't trade for anything...he's been
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sober for six or seven years...and that sobriety
is the thing that is allowing us to have a
relationship...and having our mutual divorces,
we had a lot to talk about.
And we just started
spending time together...we grew trust...we
started confiding in each other.
We started
spending time with each other...I just truly
like him and I know he truly likes me...and
we're both struggling with what it's like to be
human with a capital H.
We share that.

She also spoke about her work relationships with
women colleagues and a work supervisor who really
encouraged her and altered her work schedule to promote
success in college.

...at work...there's a couple, especially women,
who are super supportive, and say "how's (course
name) going?"
...and then when I got the A, the
A minus, and I told (her)...she said, "wow,
that's like incredible."
...I feel like I've
gained a lot of respect...they helped me a lot
with my self esteem...our supervisor, tries so
hard, to have us be family like with each
other...we celebrate each other's birthdays...
and there are a mix (of people),...we have
major, major differences...but somehow...I think
it's in the trying, the wanting, the willingness
...that get's us out of that pit...and my
supervisor....
He's been real supportive...and
he let me share a position for twenty hours.
And then when I found that too much, I went to
him, this is what's happening in my life...and I
really beared my soul.
Another learning trust,
and it worked out, between what I told him and
what he thought he could do with the work with
me.
So I'm there eight hours a week.

Adrienne also spoke about counselors and college
professors who helped her to see her personal and academic
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abilities.

She also lived with a helpful woman after

becoming estranged from an abusive drug using boyfriend.

...the psychology course I took...really helped.
But it was a really slow, painful process...and
I kept reading the books, even though I didn't
finish the course....
So I started getting some
counseling.
And that was a big help and
breakthrough for me.
I started getting
stronger... and it just was a very abusive
relationship.
And then I started drinking
again...and I realized I had to get out of
that...I moved away...I spent six months
healing.
I lived with a friend of mine who was
very well educated, very into women's issues,
very caring.
And it was a long healing process.
He didn't know where I was...and she was going
for her master's degree and she really needed at
this point to have the place to herself...so I
moved out...this guy started showing up at 2 in
the morning...so I moved back to (out of state)
at that point.

When she finally entered the community college for
the third try,

she said she knew enough about herself to

talk to people at the college to help her succeed.

And

their belief in her abilities and their support enabled
her to succeed and stay in college this time.

And I made an appointment... and (name) became my
advisor.
And I met with (him) on a regular
basis.
And I loved coming to school.
I loved
all my courses.
I loved my teachers...and (a
former teacher) and I had been friends...and I
reestablished my relationship with him and he
was a tremendous asset...I would meet with him
once a week...and then I met (name of another
teacher).
I became friendly with him.
He just
encouraged me so much.
He said, "You know so
much.
You know how to study.
You know about
(subject area)."
They (teachers) both asked me
to tutor.
They were very supportive.
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She spoke about how as she stayed in college longer,
she became more active.

She and a few other women from

another women's studies class formed a group and met
regularly to discuss their lives.

She also spoke about

she became involved in political action and lobbied at the
state legislature when state cuts were proposed for child
care.

...our women's group...we didn't get together
very often, but a couple of times we did.
And
we sat around and just talked about women's
issues, and most of us were single parents
trying to raise our kids.
What it was like to
be back at school and what it was like for us
before and our relationships with men.
I
realized, for me, I'm still a humanist...I still
view people one on one...and I went to [city] a
lot and lobbied for [daycare] and I lobbied for
higher education.
I wrote letters to my
legislators.
I met with them (legislators)... in
relation to women's studies, I felt more
camaraderie for all of those issues.
I felt
higher education, but I was coming from higher
education for women.

Liz also spoke about supportive teachers as she
reflected about what she liked and didn't like about
schooling.

When she spoke about what she liked about

school in the past,

she recalled a high school class

teacher who was helpful and believed in her abilities.

...They (school authorities) wanted you to take
home ec. and you didn't have to take the wood
shop class, 'cause that was for boys, but I
wanted to take the wood shop class...I
just...loved the smell of wood, (and) wanted to
see what was going on in there.
Why'd they wear
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those funny glasses and what's going on.
So
that was important to me, to be able to do
something like that, and experiment with that
other side that we were told not to experiment
with...remembering, bonding more with the wood
shop teacher, even though he was male, as
opposed to the home ec. person, who was female
and who was supposed to be showing you certain
ways of being a proper little homemaker... he let
you do things.
He had more respect for your
individuality.
He didn't try to conform you as
much.
He trusted you with the saw...I think
that's probably why because he did give us our
freedom a little bit more to do...there was
freedom there...I appreciated that he trusted in
me and believed that I could do it, as opposed
to somebody that didn't.

Yet,

she also talked about how both her family and

the high school did not encourage her in schooling.

She

particularly spoke about her mother's alcoholism and its
impact on her to finally leave home at fifteen (15).

...Why should I go (to school)?
Nobody cares.
I don't care.
I was burned out mentally
from...the stress at home and there was nobody
in the school system that even really
question(ed), why aren't you doing well? What's
bothering you.
There was nobody there for
you...I decided that I was going to leave my
mother's home when I was fifteen...my father had
always been the kind of person to run from a
problem.
He had not lived with us....
And I
told my father, "I'm leaving, and if you don't
provide a place for me, then I don't need a
place.
I'll just go wherever."
...So he did,
and I think he thought it was going to be a
temporary thing...ever since that day I haven't
gone back.
I'm still pretty much maintaining on
my own.
Despite these family issues and contradictions with
family and school, Liz talked with great pride about how
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she entered a special night program and completed high
school.

She also talked about her first unsuccessful

attempt at a community college.

...It took me the full year.
I took two classes
a semester, two nights in a semester.
And I got
A's in all the classes.
I did well...I enjoyed
it.
I enjoyed school at that time...so that's
when I graduated...and I did graduate, and I was
the first person to graduate in this program...
and I figured that I go take a night class at
the (nearby urban community college)... and I
took an algebra class because they didn't tell
me in high school that if you wanted to go to
college, you had to take algebra.
And I never
had algebra before.
They (high school) never
geared me for college courses.
They said,
well...they stereotyped you.
"She's not going
to make (it) in (a) college field.
We'll just
gear her towards the business courses.
We'll
give her the accounting, give her the business
writing."
...all these business courses to
basically secretarialize you or some nice tidy
career for you in data processing....
Not
really asking what you wanted to do, just
looking at your grade, figuring that this was
what they got you pegged as....
So I figured
that I better take this algebra...to me, it was
a foreign language...I stopped attending school
again.

Liz then worked for a number of years before
attempting school again.

She lived with her black

boyfriend who was the father of her two children.
that situation became intolerable,

When

she left and moved into

the area where she lives in now.

The day I left, (my son) had the chicken pox...
and it was like everything fell apart at once.
It was Thanksgiving when I left.
I had a big
roaster in the oven and vegetables on the stove,
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and I just decided.
The one more confrontation
that just broke the camel's back.
So I came up
here and was living with a friend for about a
year or so...trying to find a place...and
finally my section 8 (public housing assistance)
came through and I moved up here...and decided
that I was gonna enroll at the community
college....
There's got to be more purpose for
me.
I've got to feel that I'm getting something
intellectually for my own self.
I have to stop
worrying about what's for dinner tonight....
It
was good to get back into books again.
It was
good to realize that I could still read and
wanted to read.

Another participant Gayle,

age forty-two

(42),

also

spoke about what she liked about school in the past and
her attempts at the community college.

(in high school)...there was a math teacher.
And he was just real personable.
And I think
that's real important.
I think teachers have to
be guidance counsellors as well as teachers.
And relate to the kids and then the kids will
listen...(upon graduation).
And the (community)
college was looked upon much more favorably
then...it was just natural—it was a good
school.
If you wanted to go for four years, you
could get two at the (community college)...(it)
was practical.
So lots of us...went there...so
I went there a year.
I started...going with the
man that I ended up marrying...(and much
later)...I knew I couldn't support the kids so I
stayed in a bad marriage for a longer time...so
then I started the (community college)... and I
paid up front for it, and did it.
That was the
beginning of what I was doing...that also marked
the separation from my husband.
And that was
probably a clear, telling sign from me because I
was trying to work...I was just starting to get
out and see the world again...and get out of
this house and just peeking out the windows.
And he was having a horrible time with it...
taking even one class....
Really putting the
pressure on (my eldest son who)...was the one
that took the responsibility and could handle
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the responsibility better than his father
could...I can remember one night, the only
night, I ever said (to my husband) "please get
dinner.
I've got the stuff out.
But please,
warm it up and get it, because I have to get
this speech written and I've got to have it
there."
...He was outraged to think that I
would ask this of him....

Her husband left soon after that and she began
working.

It was almost four years later before she would

return to the community college.

...and going back last semester was the first
time I got out again.
This is me, busting back
out of the house again.

Another participant,

Carol,

spoke about how doing

something for herself was the impetus to finish college.

this is for me now....
Going to college is for
me.
I've taken care of people for "x" number of
years.
And now I want to take care of myself.
I want to finish, as I said earlier, finish what
I started years ago.
And get on with whatever
is out there...especially this community
college....
I found everyone here to be
extremely helpful.
And to the point of going
out of their way to make you feel comfortable,
not only with me, but with other people I've
spoken to.
They've all gotten the same kind of
response.
Which I think is a real credit to
this school....

She also spoke about the connections with her
children and how it helped her to see the importance of
college for herself and that in empowering herself she was
empowering her two school age daughters.
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...one good thing about staying at home is that
it does give you time with your children.
It
gives you the freedom to do certain things,
pursue certain physical things, like cross
country skiing, and you take the kids, and
bicycling...and I wanted to do with my children.
I should tell you my oldest daughter was born
with a physical impairment... so doing things
with her, physical things, was not only
enjoyable but necessary as well.
And I have
been trying for years to think of ways to keep
her physically active.
Because it's necessary
to her development...and their teachers, at the
last parent teacher's conference I went to, both
said, "Do you realize what a wonderful role
model you are for your children?"
And I was
surprised...and both teachers said, "Oh, they
talk about it all the time.
And they just think
it's wonderful."
And I thought, Oh, how great,
they feel that way about it.

In summary,

the mutual and caring support of

individual faculty teachers and advisors and/or therapists
made a difference in these women's success in college.
For some,

the support of family members was important.

For others,

despite the lack of support from family,

women persevered and were able to succeed.

For a few,

individuals found support from their workplace.
almost all the women,

the

some individual person,

Yet,

for

primarily

from the community college took an active interest in
their academic success.

This person of significant

influence enabled the women to see themselves differently
in their relationship to academics.
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Making Sense of a Women's Studies Course
Three themes emerged from many of the transcripts
about the participation and involvement in the women's
studies course, Women in Literature I.

Many students

spoke about the historical perspective of women's
struggles and the similar relationships to the conditions
of women's lives today.

Secondly, many participants

discussed a new appreciation and new tolerance for the
conditions and struggle in their own parents'

lives.

Most

talked especially about the conditions of their mothers'
lives.

While some still strongly disagreed with the way

in which their mothers conducted their lives,

they seemed

more tolerant and accepting of the conditions and
expectations of their mother's lives.
participants,

Finally,

for many

their "shock" and "horror" at the discovery

of the hardships of black women's lives was discussed as
the hardest issue to read about and discuss in the course.
Additionally,

some participants made connections to their

own socioeconomic class issues and the tensions of being a
working class student in school.

Historical Context of Women's Lives
The first theme that emerged from the students'

own

sensemaking of the course content was their discussion of
the importance of reading stories about women and women's
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lives in a historical context.

For others,

it was

important that the course content was related to what the
participants perceived as real life situations in women's
lives both today and in the past century.

Although the

literature and stories they read were about 19th century
women's lives,

they made connection to the life situations

of women today.
General comments about the course content were
demonstrated by,

"I learned about ambiguity in life and

see things in more than one way,” and ”1 am asking more
questions about the conditions of women's lives.”

The

class "made me feel more secure and not alone."
Participant Gayle discussed gaining an increased
understanding about the progression of women's situations
throughout the 19th century.

...the women we read about.
I think you have to
take the context of the times.
It's very
important...we can see a huge growth...in what
was...in 1800...(to)... 1900... there was a huge
growth in what women thought they could
do...that's something we can look at, and it's
still growing....

Upon reflection about the women characters from one
text to the next,

she added:

...And she was spunkier.
It was like each book,
they're (the women characters) a little bit
spunkier...The Awakening... and that could have
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been written today.
I could sense where the
public, women as well as men, rebelled against
it.
But I think it said a lot.

Participant Joan added more about the issue of a
historical context by discussing how the literature made
her think more about systems of oppression.

But one of the things I saw in that course...is
that we see a growth in the women.
We saw a
growth in women over that span of time...I think
it's just made me very aware of how deeply
rooted old stereotypes are.
I mean the issues
that women were facing in the 19th century,
we're still dealing with today.
We are still
dealing with them today [emphasized]... the
economics, the wanting to be independent,
economically and socially, childcare.
I mean
all.
It just seems like a lot of the issues
that were then, that they (women) were dealing
with then, we're dealing with now.
I mean,
there are certain rules of society that you
didn't break because you were a woman and we're
seeing the same things now in a more
sophisticated way...but I guess I don't think I
was ever fully aware of how much, how heavy
handed the patriarchal system was.
And how much
responsibility women assumed when we went from
the farming situation to the industrial
revolution and the women essentially were given
the role of taking over the entire care of the
children...I was never aware, really aware of
that....

She further discussed that the readings were mostly
about privileged women.

She provided an example when

discussing an essay entitled "The Cult of True Womanhood"
(Welter,

1966).

...the only problem I have with that essay,
unfortunately, is that I think it only deals
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with again a certain socioeconomic class...women
who were in the lower class...didn't have the
luxury of sitting down and reading all of this
literature that was being espoused to women....
They were too busy going out working and taking
care of the family, to be concerned about these
things.
And they were discriminated against.
They just didn't have time to realize it.

Joan later reflected about the course content and a
sense of historical perspective as she talked about one
character in The Awakening as suffering from "the social
disease being oppression."

She discussed how women's

roles confine them.

I think for the past, it just makes me realize
how much we've bought, I mean everybody bought,
into those ideas...by that I mean, women had a
certain role, a certain function in life and
because of all these things, because this is
what everybody said...everybody was sold a bill
of goods, men and women alike.
That women had
this role in life, that men had a role and we
didn't cross paths.
And everybody sent those
messages out...it wasn't until the (19)60's that
women started to become more aware, that people
started to object... and...a time in the
past...in the early (19)20's when women were
fighting for the right to vote...that was, well,
what are we going to do with all these women.
I
mean it's the same attitude that was prevalent
during the (19)60's, what are we going to do
with these women?

Participant Susan also spoke about the importance of
understanding the historical context of women's

lives and

how the literature sometimes masked what was really going
on.
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...I didn't realize when I got into this class,
that it would be like a general theme of we'll
see the progression of women in literature as
well as women in society.
That wasn't really
made clear.
But that's what happened...one of
the positive things that I got out of this class
was to understand the progression of the history
of women...we started off maybe...in the early
1800's to what we are now.
The struggles we
have had literally which are the same struggles
we've had everywhere else, being heard, and is
it ok to say this, this is what I want to say,
but I'm in a cloud and I'm going to veil it.
Which personally has been a real struggle for me
anyways as a person.
I want to say something,
but I have been taught, by my family of origin,
and then in my marriage that it's not ok to say
that.
So I veil it.
So knowing that other
women, for centuries have gone through this, for
whatever reason, has been a real positive
experience for me...so as I get older, and have
more of these experiences...I just want to say
almost, say the first thing off the top of my
head.
And it's ok with me.

Another participant Holly explained why she liked the
course since she could apply it today's women and their
situations.

I liked it (the course) because I could apply a
lot of it.
A lot of the things that we talked
about still happen today.
You can still apply
those same situations to today, even though they
have happened back (then)... like a lot of people
still feel that a woman belongs in the household
...it's her job to clean house and stay home
while the man earns the money.
There's still a
lot of discrimination...but I realized the whole
woman imagery started way back when, and it's
just carried on through generation through
generation....
And that's why a lot of men
still feel women should be in the household and
not working.
Just the fact that, women don't
belong in the workplace, and if they do, they
have their certain jobs that they should be
doing.
They shouldn't be up climbing telephone
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poles.
They shouldn't be doing "man's work."
I
actually found that.
I worked at (a large
nearby university) and...my supervisor was a
male and that's the way he felt, that females
shouldn't be janitors.
But like, it's ok that
we clean house all day, but we can't clean a
public place?
It's like I don't understand this
at all.
But it just, it helped me realize that
it goes back from way back when.
It'll take
probably, if and when it ever changes, I think
it's slowly changing...'cause women are out
there working.

Participant Carol talked about how she was excited by
the course and intended to enroll

in the following

semester's course about women and literature
century because it is

in the 20th

important to understand women's

history.

...that we need to view history, women's
history.
I think that's... important.
For both
men and women.
To hear their stories.
So that
maybe we can better understand what we're doing.
Or what we're not doing...that it's a
discussion, that it isn't just reading and
writing and listening to the professor...have to
be involved....
For most of the course, it was
wonderful having that exchange of ideas...
because people share themselves.
I mean parts
of themselves...I remember being...surprised
that people saw things that I hadn't seen....
And that was exciting.

When she spoke about why she took the course,

she

spoke with enthusiasm about her love of reading and her
desire to hear women's stories.

Just a love of reading.
I don't think I
realized that it was 19th century literature
when I went into it...I was a little nervous
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about (it), will I like this or not...I found it
wonderful, actually.
I think just listening to
the to the women's own stories....
We just
basically discussed our own histories and our
own stories and related that to the material
that was being covered in the class...tie it
together for us.
That—yes, there have been
changes and no, there haven't been.
But we
still have a voice and role and are still using
that voice.
And that was encouraging.

Carol as well as one other participant also spoke
about the concept of the literature canon.

They were very

aware of the present day context of the current debate
over changing the canon of

literature.

Carol continued

and compared this class to other classes that had provided
readings more about men's

lives and men's history.

I guess I just wanted to see, read things from a
woman's perspective.
Having had a lifetime of
male literature.
And basically, I was curious
...the (other) courses are never introduced as
men in literature....
So, I think that, just
putting the label, Women in Literature on it,
gives it a whole different picture...that the
course would be geared to women.
...I would
rather not have the label...but it would be nice
if we didn't have to do that.
Have to put a
label on a literature class....
They shouldn't
be segregated but they are.
And at this point,
I think they have to be.
But I would like to
see it change, eventually.
So that it is just
literature and both sexes are represented.

Jean spoke about how her previous course in American
literature and her interest in reading about women was the
impetus to take this course.
literature canon,

She also about the changing

and how the women they read about had a
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sense of themselves and how that contributed to her own
sense of self.

Because I had taken other literature courses, I
felt that it would be similar and that we would
be reading, works by or about women.
And
writing papers on that....
But I hadn't taken
anything that came directly from the perspective
of—of women...(another literature course)...was
very sensitive to women's issues...and made a
point of stressing...the canon and how these
were chosen...that women were not represented as
well as they should be...so the by the time I
got to Women in Literature. I had already had
some background....
But I was very struck by
these women that we read about and their
ability, to have a core that was their own.
That didn't have to be formed by anybody else
and they didn't allow it to be formed by anybody
else...the strength to—to persevere and...I
really identified very strongly with that...it
is really a nice feeling to be comfortable with
yourself.
And that's something I think I've had
that for many years.
And to read about other
women that I felt had that...was very...
affirming and validating to how I felt about
myself...and kind of inspiring me to thoroughly
continue in the same vein....
And that was
something I did get out of the class.

Jean continued her discussion and said through taking
this course she had been further inspired to continue
reading about women's lives.

...And it's very exciting because I have a whole
list of reading material... that I want to
pursue.
I've got my list and I'm just going to
plod through these....
It's probably going to
be another couple of years before I finish
reading....
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Adrienne also discussed how she became involved in
the course and the connection to her own life.

I just heard everybody that ever took the course
raving about it...I love to read, so I figured
and the books that were on the list...this looks
like it's interesting...to me literature was
anything that was a vehicle for expressing an
idea to somebody where they may not have been
exposed to it before...I participated a lot when
I felt that there was something to say...for the
most part, I was just listening to everybody,
absorbing it and then deciding what was okay for
me as far as my confidence and level of
liberation and women's issues...(the) course, I
can't tell you how that opened up for me, being
able to, Emily Dickinson, just reading her...I
mean I know exactly what she's talking about,
and I want to share that with my daughter.
I
talk about Emily Dickinson to my family.
So
that's definitely had an impact....
From Jane
Austin's time to Charlotte Bronte's time to
Harriet Jacob's time and so forth.
There was
common threads but there were obvious unique
things about these women that came out....

Donna also spoke about how the course gave her a
different outlook,

a different perspective.

She discusses

how the material so engaged her that she is planning on
taking the next class in the sequence,

even though she did

not need the credits.

...this course in particular gave me a real
different outlook, because I feel other women
have had to struggle...that we all go
through...to become ourselves....
I really
think it's harder for us (women) than it is for
a man...(the teacher) gave us a lot of
background on the authors...and I think that
coupled with what they had written, you sort of
see...what they wrote came out of who they
were...I think I'm finding out that women do
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look at things, express themselves differently.
And I'm really curious as to what brings that
about....
Even with the literature class, I
could see certain writers, I really identified
myself with.
Or I feel, very close to for some
reason...I still don't know what it is.
If it's
just a women's way of expressing, or the
emotions we feel...I think that's what dragging
me to the next class.

Liz also spoke about the value of reading material
about women's lives and how it related to today's women.

...this Women in Literature class...it's a
really good class....
It's really informative.
A lot of discussion.
I like that kind of a
thing.
I like class discussions.
And I wanted
to take a class, that had women's writings in
it, a woman's perspective.
Because basically
most of the books that I read are from the male
point of view and I wanted to see what was out
there and I was pretty excited about taking the
class...we started off...with reading of...the
early 1800's and...it had an impact on me as far
as women's readings and seeing where...their
head was at at that time...the stuff we did read
does still relate to today.
I can bring it all
forward.
I can bring it all forward, every book
in there...even with the book that I had to
struggle with. Persuasion.
She was denied the
right to choose her husband, and I can still see
that today.
If you don't fit my color, creed,
if you don't fit my religion, my father will
reject you.
My mother will reject you.
My
in-laws will reject you...and that's still
(true) today.

Frances also discussed how the image of women hasn't
changed all that much in comparison to the 19th century
literature that they read.

...the ideal woman, as written in literature and
has been passed down from generation to
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generation, for thousands of years...this is
something that has been perpetuated for a long
time and...I can see where it's very difficult
to change that to become independent and
selfish, getting your own wants and needs...I
see that a couple of women that are in our class
that you know they talk about their experience,
in what their mothers passed onto them and the
way that they try to live their lives, and try
to break from that and going back to school and
taking women's studies courses and opening their
eyes....

Thus,

as each participant discussed the course,

she

spoke about the importance of understanding the historical
context of women's

lives.

Most participants also made

connections between the lives of women today with the
lives of women in the last century.

Understanding Their Mother's Generation
A second theme that emerged from the experience of
reading about women's

lives in the 19th century was more

tolerance and acceptance of the conditions of their
mothers'

lives.

One participant Joan,

who had an alcoholic father,

was now more tolerant of her mother when she reflected
back.

She compared her parenting experiences with her

mother's experiences.

...when I think back about my life, I have to
say that my mother influenced me because...she
was the breadwinner in the family.
She was the
one who raised the four children and I guess
maybe I don't give her enough credit for doing
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that....
Because she certainly wasn't the kind
of person who stayed home and did the cooking
and the cleaning.
I mean she did all that too,
but she was also out performing the male
role...she was the mother and father.
She
shouldn't have been a parent.
And maybe I say
that unfairly, now that I am a parent, I've
realized what's involved in (parenting) now that
I am one...we didn't get nurtured... but if I
think about it fairly, there wasn't any time for
nurturing.

Another participant,
was growing up,

Susan,

is very clear that as she

her family was very dysfunctional,

since

her father was also an alcoholic.

...It was a very dysfunctional family,... because
among other things, you're kept very isolated.
In that kind of family, (it) doesn't want you to
know that they're different, from the norm.
So
they keep you isolated.
They keep themselves
isolated.
They only hang out with other
dysfunctional families...where my father was the
alcoholic, my mother was like off the wall and
not only did she not have energy for us
children, she may have been the type of woman,
who maybe shouldn't have been a mother in the
first place,... just because of what's going on
inside her, because I think she's an artist,
really, and never did anything about (it).

She continued this reflection with comparisons to the
main character in The Awakening with her own mother's
struggle to be an artist.

...the main character in The Awakening wanted to
be an artist...she is the one who I believe is
the artist within, the struggling artist...as
far as her struggling artist....
My mother is
dying to be Human with a capital H, a free
thinker, a radical.
(But)...she's still in the
time frame of the (19)50's and 60's in a way...I
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mean, she's constrained...she thinks she's
constrained, by her growing up.
She still tends
to see society as constraining her.
She still
sees herself as really different...she doesn't
have the courage or whatever it takes to
start...the main component my mother needs is
courage....
In fact, I think it takes more
power to live the life she's leading
unfulfilled, that it does to just go out and do
it.

Yet,

evidence of a new understanding emerged as Susan

described how her mother supports her now and how proud
her mother is of her accomplishments.

Well, she's (own mother) always there (for
me)...my mother today is a real support for me.
And she doesn't say it, but I know she's really
proud of me.
And she helps me out in ways, that
every Saturday night, that I have a standing
invitation to go to her house for dinner...I
tell her things, and because she's supportive of
that...I wish she'd watch out for herself as
much.

Another participant,

Adrienne,

has made peace with

the differences between her mother's and sister's ways of
looking at life.
mouth shut,
sister.

She decided sometimes to just keep her

even though she disagreed with her mother and

Their beliefs that women should give more than

75% expecting men only to do 25%

in the family and

household were in contrast to Adrienne's.

But when I get the opportunity, my mother feels
like I'm changing and growing and I'm wise.
And
she recognizes that I'm changing and my self
esteem has gotten better.
And she's threatened
by that...'cause a couple of arguments we've
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had, she said M0h, well, you're the college
student.
I only graduated from high school.
I
don't know anything."
Because of the women's
studies course, I've just learned to back down
and not be threatening...if that's the messages,
I'm getting back from them, then I realize I'm
coming down too heavy.
I am being too radical.
And that I need to take a step back and say hey,
this is my mother and my sister.
These aren't
my enemies.

A couple of the participants expressed a sadness
about their mother's lives.

One example occurred when

participant Jean described how her mother lost her own
mother when she was twenty

(20).

Jean also discussed how

her own mother is disappointed that she isn't more
wealthy.

One thing that struck me, one of the things we
talked about in class, was the motherlessness
issue...her mother died at twenty...I'm sad
because I think part of her problem came from
what happened to her...she aches with some kind
of disappointment... I have a hard time with
that...she's gone through two failed marriages.
She's still looking for someone, something to
make her happy.
She doesn't realize she's
already got it.
Right there within herself.
She doesn't need to go outside of anybody else.

Jean also said as she reflected on the readings for
the course:

In some ways it (the readings) made me sad about
my relationship with my mother.
Because she's a
woman who thinks people have certain roles.
She's a woman who always wears a mask that she
won't let down.
Even with her children.
And
it's sad.
I think that's what she's looking for
out of life, where she thinks she's going to
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find what you call happiness, is going to elude
her because of where she's looking....
It
(reading The Awakening) was particularly
interesting for me because of my relationship
with my own mother... because my mother refused
to let down her mask, you can not relate to her.

In contrast, when another participant Carol reflected
on her life in relationship to her mother,

she indicated

how similar they are in many ways.

...my mother was a stay at-home-mom...I liked
that when I was a child.
I liked the idea
when
I came home from school she was there when I
needed her.
And I felt as though that was
important, to offer my children as well....
And
that's what I felt most comfortable (with)...I
guess I'm surprised I chose the same route as my
mother to some extent.

Carol further reflected on her own mothering of two
daughters as compared to how her mother interacted with
her.

But there's a certain closeness that I have with
my daughters that I didn't have with my mother.
I feel pretty confident that we talk about
everything and anything...I try to allow them to
be freer than I was as a child.
I remember my
mother always saying, "Well, you can do and be
whatever you want to be."
But then the next
message was, but don't.
I gave the first
message to my daughters, and then there isn't a
"but don't."

As participant Donna reflected about the course
content and her relationship to her mother,
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she talked

about how she came to better understand her mother's
situation.

...what we were reading...I had a real deep
(sense)... something really clicked in me, the
relationship with my mother, I mean,...I don't
have a great relationship with my mother, so I
think I came to an understanding of her...I've
come to accept her, to see her...I think I want
her to be a perfect person, but she's not and I
think I accept that she's from a different age,
different time, and she has different goals, and
she wants those goals for me...she wants me to
play bridge and be married to someone wealthy
and go shopping...so she has a hard time
understanding why I put my self through all the
trials and tribulations of going to school.
I
mean she hates me going to school.
It's
something she barely talks about.

When she further reflected about how the course
helped her see her mother differently,

she talked about

the differences between them.

...Well, she's happy, but in her own way, but
she's just so ignorant... she just can't see
beyond that there are other things out there
...(so the course) it's helped me to deal with
her, to talk with her, we even had a better
Christmas time, my kids were saying, wow, you
got along great with grammy....
I think it was
just the constant talking about women of that
century in the past.

In contrast,

another woman,

relationship with her mother.

Liz,

had a different

She discussed the impact of

her mother's alcoholism when she was growing up.
talked about how difficult her mom's
care for her handicapped brother,
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She

life was trying to

and yet her mother kept

drinking.

She discussed a particularly difficult

confrontation with her mom upon coming home from work.

Even though I was working this mediocre job and
there's my mother sitting in the chair, drinking
out of a bottle and my brother is lying in my
bed just nodding.
No one is giving him any
attention.
She's drinking.
She's yelling to me
this is her house.
I'm saying "this is my
house"... but we finally had that confrontation.
And she had already been in rehabilitation a few
times....
It was the last time.
I think maybe
it her fifth or sixth time that...she really
decided to make a change for herself... she
didn't have any more control over me...I was at
this point nineteen, twenty...she also realized
for herself that enough is enough...she ended up
working things out...and my father decided this
would be a good time to move back in with her.

Liz particularly related to course content that
talked about isolation and the loneliness of mothers,
talked about how the readings helped her see how the
conditions of her own mother's life as an immigrant to
this country influenced her mother's life.

Because she was pretty much on her own when she
came here.
She didn't know anybody.
People
that she was meeting were unlike the people that
she had grown up around.
She lived in a
farmhouse all her life with thirteen brothers
and sisters...in another country...
And America
is a very lonely country.
I mean we project
this great feeling of community, but there is
not.
She lived in this Irish small town
community....
It was a real sense of community
there.
And she comes here and she moves
directly into a project, where there's maybe 800
apartments, but you never get to really see your
neighbor or know your neighbor.
You get all
these people living around you, but you don't
know anybody.
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She

Participant Frances discussed how the course provided
insights into understanding her mother's and grandmother's
generation.

She also talked about an increasing tolerance

for her mother and sisters,

despite that fact that she did

not agree with how they lived their lives.

...where women are just second, just something
that sticks out is that they really fall way to
the needs of others...I can see my mother's
generations and her mother's, my grandmother's
and just the way it's perpetuated throughout.
My mother's a woman who believes that a woman
should be at home raising kids and following
more than anything else.
And I see myself as
totally different...I see where I am and I
separate myself from my family, mother and my
sisters.
And I see where they are and my mother
is 46 years old with nothing.
She has no
relationship.
She doesn't even like herself a
lot.
And I certainly don't want to be there.
And I see my sisters have followed pretty much
in my mother's footsteps in that they got
married very young.
They got married when they
were 18.
They're mothers, they stay at
home...and my mother's waiting for the next life
for things to get better...and I don't want to
do that.
I don't want to wait till the next
one, cause I don't know if there's going to be a
next one...my mother's views...she has her
viewpoints about what a woman is and what a
woman does and what a woman is supposed to be
and I don't have those viewpoints at all....
She's a self sacrificing woman and will
sacrifice herself for her family, and probably
if I had kids, I'd probably do that to a degree.

This participant did express hopes and dreams that
things will be different for her nieces.

And I just would want my nieces (to know) that
they don't have to wait...that they can choose,
that they can get what they want...and I think
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education plays an important role in finding out
about yourself and some of the courses that I've
taken...the Women in Literature and other
courses that I've taken I've learned some of my
own views, how I view the world, some of my own
prejudices.
I just would want that (education)
to be for them (nieces).
And to be one of those
choices.

On the other hand,

Gayle reflected on her own sense

of mothering as a mother of five children.

I think being able to mother is exciting.
Knowing that—that you can do it, is exciting...
it also has tremendous responsibilities... and
sometime's it's hard for me...to want to admit
that I can't do it all by myself.
Or that it's
hard or that they're overwhelming and I don't
want to admit that to anybody.
And yet they
are.
And having lots of kids is overwhelming.
I think having one child is overwhelming.

Gayle also spoke about her father.
especially The Awakening,

The readings,

provided new insights for her,

about her own father's suicide attempts.

The Awakening made me think of my father....
My
dad was in a nursing home from '83 until—he
died in '88.
Five years.
And while he was
there, he developed lung cancer.
And he also
went in because he had had a stroke.
And half
his body was paralyzed.
And by the end of,
well, like the last couple of years he had tried
to commit suicide three times.
Which hit me
hard.
But...he was devastated when he had the
stroke.
All of a sudden, he couldn't physically
do things....
And then to find out you have
lung cancer and was just suffering—to me,
suicide was more logical than anything else
...and I felt guilty discussing that with
anyone, that that was ok for him.
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And the readings made Gayle think about the
conditions of her own life as a woman.

...and I was always very close to my mother...I
guess it (the course) just increased my feeling
of myself, that I like myself.
And I think
that's important...I think it's part of being
forty...and you think, "Nobody is going to step
on me.
Nobody's going to walk on me.
I don't
deserve that kind of treatment.
And I'm going
to start standing up for myself.”

Gayle was interested in family history.

She had

discovered some letters and memorabilia of her own family
history and she talked about her grandmothers,

first her

father's mother, and then her mother's mother.

(on the father's side)...his mother was a real
feminist in the late eighteen hundreds and she
was president of the Temperance League in her
(locale)... and she would leave her kids at
home—in fact, I have mixed feelings about this.
She farmed out all her kids and went and did
these temperance speeches... on my mother's side
it wasn't important for the girls to go to
college....
But we grew up never thinking women
were inferior to men.
The only taste I got of
that was from my mother's side.
Which wasn't
said.
But when my grandfather died, she
(participant's mother) had worked on the farm as
long as my uncle, but my uncle got the whole
thing.
This was in the middle fifties, because
he was a boy.

For Holly, her relationship to her mother also
shifted.

Going to college provided her with more self

confidence and she was able to speak up for herself more,
especially with her mother.

Most of her reports in the
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transcripts dealt with differences in her own childrearing
practices as compared to some of her mother's ideas.
dispute about giving sweets to her children,

In a

this is how

she spoke to her mother.

...I'll never forget the time I went to Gramma's
house (her children's grandmother, her mother's
house).
And of course, Gramma had all the
sweets.
And I know my kids...would go for the
sweets....
My mother's like "you gonna let them
pick and choose what they want to eat?"
I said,
"Mom, back off.
Leave 'em alone.
Just wait and
see what they do."

And Holly let her children eat a few sweets and then
cut them off saying:

Okay, that's it.
You can have this, this or
this.
And then he (her son) made a decision....
My mother said, "Gee, you know what?
You didn't
argue to get these kids to eat."

Holly also reflected about how her daughter's and her
mother's problem solving and thinking styles were similar.

You know, some people think the glass is half
empty and some think it's half full?
Well, my
mother thinks it's half full.
She thinks of
everything from the other perspective.
And I
think that's the way my daughter thinks too.

Thus,

the participants through the course readings

and discussion came to have a better understanding of the
conditions of their mother's lives.

They were more

appreciative and tolerant of their mothers.

122

They

understood better how their mother's lives were shaped by
the social and historical context of expectations and
roles for women.

They saw both similarities and

differences with the lives of the 19th century women they
were reading about and with their own lives.

Making Sense About Being Black and a Woman
The third theme that emerged from the transcripts
regarding the course content was how the participants
contrasted some of the novels and readings that were about
white privileged women and poorer women of color.

Many

participants expressed and used words like "shock” and
"horror."

They were particularly outraged about the

conditions of black women's lives,
Jacobs'

particularly in Harriet

Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl and readings

about Sojourner Truth.

Some participants were also able

to make connections to how economic class and ethnic
backgrounds also influence the conditions of women's
lives.

As Susan so aptly said:

Most of the people we read about were from
affluent families, so I guess money talks.

For some of the participants reading about the
hardships that the women of color faced made them realize
the influence of their own class and ethnic background.
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It made them see how their background had influenced their
ideas and attitudes towards schooling.
Carol talked about how Incidents in the Life of a
Slave Girl really touched her.

...that particular book, because it wasn't a
novel.
I was very impressed with the fact, that
it actually got...written at all...that (it) was
being used in a community college.
And it was
just a fascinating story.
It was horrific at
time, but it was also a fascinating story, and a
story that I felt—I wish everyone could read
this book....

As Carol reflected about her own background and her
family,
family.

she spoke about how reading was important in her
Yet,

for some of her friends and classmates in

high school that was not so.

I came from a sort of middle class, maybe people
of blue collar background...my family put an
emphasis on education, but that wasn't true of
my friends...my friends...it was definitely a
mix...I would say in the I school that I was,
maybe 65-75% went on to college...perhaps not
even that.

Carol further reflected on how missing one and half
years of school due to illness when she was about eleven
(11)

years old really affected her own attitudes towards

school.

...my parents are pretty avid readers.
And I do
remember them reading to me as a chiId...I mean
there was a real mix in the community I was
raised in...(but after being ill) I think
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somewhere along the line I thought that I can
catch up academically—I know I can do that.
But I wasn't sure I was ever going to catch up
socially.

Joan also talked about how she recognized social
class differences in her high school experience,
especially when she discussed her early aspirations for
the future.

...and of course I had grandiose ideas about
being an archeologist and an astronomer and all
those things.
But in those days students from
certain socioeconomic classes and certain
background, were tracked into secretarial
courses....
It's just from my background in
those days, there was only one course for me to
go and that was the message I got from my family
and from the school.
And so I just did what
everybody told me to do.
I was a good little
girl.
And I became a secretary... in high school
I remember not liking the cliquishness....
There was a definite separation between...the
business course students and the college course
students....
Very definite separation.
I mean
you just didn't associate with those kids.
They
were sort of the elite.
They were going to
college.
You were going to work.
And I didn't
like that at all.
But...it just never occurred
to me to try to break into that world.
It just
never occurred to me.

Later,

Joan made connections with the readings and

current events as related to race and conditions of
socioeconomic class.

I think that women who were in the lower class.
I am not sure if they had much equality (in
relationships)...! think that they just didn't
have the luxury of sitting and reading all this
literature...and certainly after the Clarence
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Thomas fiasco...I just went bananas over that,
as I think a lot of women did.
It made me want
to learn more about where we've come, where
we've been...and make some effort, try to make
some effort to make things a little more
equitable, a little fairer...I just don't think
that we are going to have any changes until we
can, I think, we need to get a little more
power.

Jean also spoke about how the course provided new
ways of seeing the ethnic influences
background,

in her own family

reflecting on how she was brought up and the

conflicts that existed with an Italian mother and her very
New England father.

...well, understanding that not everybody was
brought up the way I was is certainly true.
Something I understood before (taking the
course).
But really, kind of making it more
apparent, and seeing—how because on my mother's
side of the family, it's an ethnic background
and not in the country for very long....
My
mother and father moved...away from all of her
family.
We were the furthest away of anyone.
And we lived in a new section and there were
people on our street that had names like
Gallagher and O'Leary and my mother... just
warned me about these people....
It was a
prejudice that she grew up with, and there were
no Italians around.
And it was hard for her.
It was really hard for her.

Another participant,

Susan,

made connections

in her

own life to differences in high school expectations.

...I remember hearing, especially in high
school...(Susan) is a bright girl.
She's
college material... and I thought they told
everybody that...but recently I've just come to
believe that the don't tell everybody that....
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And I don't know how much they knew of my family
situation, but those things are usually not
secrets....
But...I didn't really get good
counseling in school either...and I decided to
go to computer school...my counselor...he didn't
try to dissuade me..."said ok, I'm glad you know
what you want to do" and that's it...I was sick
of high school...I was after money and
independence.
I wanted to get out from my
family.

Participants again were able to make connections
between the conditions of women lives in the past and with
women lives today.

For example,

in expressing horror and

outrage about the conditions of black women's

lives,

Liz,

who had lived with a black man who was also the father of
her two children spoke eloquently.

The Life of the Slave Girl, that really hit me
hard.
I'd already known a lot of the struggles
with race and stuff like that.
But her, her
confinement really bothered me.
She was born
free.
She was born free but she was denied it
by this man that took on the role of God.
And
she was denied her right to exist.
And not only
was she denied the right to be a mother, but she
was denied to be a woman....
It's like, that
"girl thing."
She'll never really be a woman
because only white people can be women.
You're
always gonna be a "girl," that "girl" mentality
...(has) control over you.

Jean who had read Toni Morrison's Beloved for another
class compared the story with Harriet Jacobs'
Incidents

in the Life of a Slave Girl.

effects of oppression on black women's
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work.

She compared the
lives.

... it was very interesting for me to be able to
compare those two books written, at such
different times...the way Jacobs' worked.
She
was still afraid to tell it like it really was,
because politically, it couldn't be accepted...
people were not really ready to hear that.

Another participant Donna discussed how the readings
made her see that things haven't changed much for black
women.

I think Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl
was kinda, oh that was so awful...I mean, I
don't think that's changed much either.
I think
that obviously they (women of color) have a real
hard time, today...I can't believe they were
treated like that.
I don't know how any woman
could, I mean I just can't believe it was that
bad.
It was awful.
(Black women today)...they
have it better, but do they?
...they certainly
...don't have it as nice as we do...so I don't
think things have changed.

Gayle also talked about how she could identify with
the women she read about but was particularly struck by
the hardships faced by women of color,

particularly the

imprisonment of women.

I could strongly identify with most of the women
I read about.
I told (the teacher) I'm not sure
I could have spent seven or eight years in the
attic like in Incidents in the Life of the Slave
Girl...I probably would have.
And I feel
stronger... that it is a good role and I like
myself.
I guess I got that from the course.
That I think it always helps us to feel that
we're not alone.
And if other people have tread
these waters before, and made it, that gives you
hope, that things are going to work out, and the
kids are going to grow up and do well...I
think...knowing you're supported and knowing
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(that the character)...the fact that she went
out and was promoting anti-slavery things at the
end, the spunk she needs to have to carry
through.
In fact, I'm reading another book ...
about slavery that (the teacher) recommended....
And it's even deeper into what they went through
and that was terrible.
Really, very, very bad.

Frances also talked about the readings and how
excerpts from Sojourner Truth helped her to reflect about
prejudice in society.

She discussed how women have this

role in society to care for children and husband and how
some women strike out against prescribed roles.

...there was definitely some in Sojourner Truth,
who was a woman who did not.
(Follow prescribed
roles for women).
I mean she had two strikes
against her, in that she was black and she was a
woman.
But she tried to carry the message that
because she's black and because she's a
woman...that she just has the same rights that
everybody does.
Everybody's got the same
rights.
Or should have the same rights...and I
don't really know what spoke to me but I think
it just... opened my eyes to a lot of different
things....
It's how we view ourselves and how
we continue to view ourselves as being weak,
vulnerable, and needy, that we need to be taken
care of...and I think education plays an
important role about finding out about
yourself...and some of the courses I've taken,
in the Women in Literature and other courses
that I've taken, I've learned some of my own
views, how I view the world, some of my own
prejudices....

Frances continued her thoughts about the conditions
of women's lives,

particularly when she spoke about

Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl.
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...Incidents in the Life of the Slave Girl.
That one got me pretty upset.
Just in the, I
don't know if it's so much the violence, because
that's all old news.
That's the way that slaves
and the women were treated, then; but to find
out that...it hasn't changed.
...In reading
that story and seeing her escape and her journey
to the North and finding that we imprison in a
different sense.
We don't do it so much
physically as we did as we do emotionally as a
society.

Adrienne seemed to understand the political nature of
the choice of content in a literature class when she spoke
about a class discussion on Incidents in the Life of a
Slave Girl.

At one point towards the end of the class, one
of the male students got real uppity about
Incidents in the Life of the Slave Girl.
And he
accused the instructor of trying to make a
political statement and not discussing
literature at all.
And we got into this big
class discussion about what is good literature
...to me literature was anything that was a
vehicle for expressing an idea to somebody where
they might, not have been exposed to it before
...and I was really pleased and I was really
thankful that (the teacher) had included
Incidents...I mean I was so naive.
I thought I
was liberated...even though I was more liberated
than my mother and sisters, I was still buying
into it.
I was still okay with domination and
abuse.
I got a little radical at this point.

With her new insights into the discrimination that
black women face,

she reflected about an earlier

experience in a job where she had been an office
secretary.
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And they (bosses) had a black woman that worked
there that was basically a gofer.
And she had
been hired because...her sister did cleaning...
and he felt sorry....
But...there was no clear
cut job description.
There was no training.
There was no chance for advancement... day in and
day out, she'd go back into this little office
with no windows in it...and sit there until
somebody needed her....
So I developed a job
description and I started training her on the
copy machines.
She helped tremendously with the
filing.
Just whenever I had the opportunity, I
started teaching her word processing....

Another participant Holly made connections between
the readings and the prejudice in her own father.

...where just how far back this really goes.
And the whole issue of prejudice.
Like
Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl.
I mean,
that's why people are prejudiced because you
just keep passing it on from one generation to
generation.
Even my own father is not I would
say wholeheartedly prejudiced, but he's...
prejudiced in his own ways...he still calls them
"niggers.”
Every once and awhile. I'll say
"Dad, really1"... in that sense he is still
labeling them.

Holly continued later on,

discussing how the course

and college had helped her become more tolerant of people
and yet also to not be friends with people whose views are
really different.

...and people are still like this.
I mean,
people are still really prejudiced and...women
should be seen and not heard, almost like
kids...I think I'm more tolerant of people.
I
realize that people are brought up different, so
therefore they have different viewpoints...you
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got to learn to respect other people's wishes
and just...if you don't go with them a hundred
percent, then just don't be friends with them.

Thus,

the course content,

about black women,

particularly the readings

made the participants more cognizant of

the double burden of being black and being a woman.

This

course content especially gave many participants new
insights

into their own social class and ethnic

backgrounds.

Some were able to make connections to the

attitudes of their family background and schooling.
Others were aware that some of the readings were about
privileged women.

The Course Process: What Happens
Women's Studies Course

in a

Many of the participants spoke throughout the
transcripts about the process of the course discussions
and the classroom climate.

The voices

in the transcripts

primarily revolved around the importance and role of class
discussion techniques.

The women also spoke about the

teacher's role in facilitating discussion.

Some

participants also spoke about problems they had with the
discussion technique that was used in all three sections
of the course.

The second issue that some of the

participants spoke about were the assignments,

and the

particular value of the reflective journal assignment.
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Finally,

some participants had comments about other

students

in the class,

namely the differences in men's

perspectives and younger,

more traditional aged students'

perspectives.

The Use of Discussions
Joan spoke quite eloquently about the teaching and
learning process and the value of class discussions.

...the discussion technique is the best thing
...I think discussion plays a key role.
I had
to finish up (another) course independently, as
an independent study student,...and discussion,
in the classroom is so important.
I mean, it
really enriches, getting ideas from other
people, really enriches your mind.
And without
that, it's just, the course itself is not as
rich.

She continued particularly about how the teacher
encouraged student viewpoints and let the ideas come from
students.

..(the teacher) doesn't try to impose anything
on us.
She just says...here it is, what do you
think about this?
...And, that the ideas are
out there...you read about...the ideas...let me
hear your responses to this.
I want to know how
this effects you and I want to know what you're
feeling.
What are your thoughts about this,
what do you think about...all of this?...and let
the ideas come from the students rather than
trying to impose some kind of concept or thought
on them.
I guess I want an open discussion....
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Joan also spoke about the teaching and learning
process as something that both students and teachers do
together.

She also spoke about how she might like to

teach in a community college someday.

...I feel that learning is something that both
teachers and students do together.
And I guess
that's why I respect (the teacher) so much is
that teaching is a learning process for her and
that's what I want.
If I ever do become a
teacher, that's what I want it to be for me,
too...I think...there's a spirit of cooperation
that exists between, that should exist between,
a teacher and a student.
And I think that a
teacher has to respect a student's ideas, and
nurture them.
I mean if you're really far off
on something, or just not making any sense at
all, then I think it's the teacher's
responsibility to guide that student and offer
them some other approach.
But I think if the
student has an idea, they should be allowed to
go with it.
And not have it stamped down, just
because someone has a Ph.D.
And I guess that's
the kind of teacher I want to be.
That's the
kind of teaching that I got from (her) and
that's the kind of teaching I want to do.
And I
want to respect my students.
I want to respect
their integrity.
I want to respect their ideas
and learn from them as well as them learn from
me, because that's what I think teaching is all
about.
And I think that's what inspires
students to want to learn.

Upon reflection about her own role as a student,
continued.

...my role as a student...I think that... because
I've grown a lot in the past ten years...I see
that differently.
I see myself as their equal
...I see in a student teacher relationship ...I
see myself as their equal.
If they respect me
as a student and they respect my ideas, I see
myself as their equal in a sharing, both of us
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Joan

learning from each other, and a sharing of
ideas...down the road (when I'm a teacher)...I
will see myself as the student/ teacher, I won't
feel that division in power....
And I still
...respect teachers and I respect their
power...I think...that I've had teachers...
who...realize...that I'm the kind of student,
who is inspired and that I work hard....

Another participant,

Carol when she described what

she would say to another student about the course,
about the value of class discussion.
was

spoke

She described how it

important to hear other's perspectives.

...that it's discussion, that it isn't just
reading and writing and listening to the
professor...(you) have to be involved and in
order to get the most from the class, they
(students) should be sure to do that.
Because
although I may not have liked certain comments
that people made,...for most of the course, it
was wonderful having that exchange of ideas
...(we) sat in a circle.
And you probably
learned more...in this type of class that in
other situations where you're just sitting and
listening to a professor...because people share
themselves...what they got out of the work isn't
necessarily what you're going to take from it.
I remember being...surprised that... things I
hadn't seen other people saw.
And that was
exciting...or... a number of people would relate
what was going on in their own lives.
And that
was interesting....

Adrienne,
studying women,
perspectives.

who was also enrolled in another class
also spoke about other students'
She talked especially about the support of

other women students

in the class.
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...the big thing that was important was the
support of other women...both classes were
majorly (majority) women.
It was neat to see
how we all came together and were able to have
different points of view and express them but it
was okay...there just wasn't this competitive
stuff going on...there were no attacks on my
self esteem.
I was just allowed to grow and
grow...and express myself.
And I was
respected...one of the other women (students)
...came up to me and...said "...you know so
much.
You're so wise."
...And I felt, like,
wow,... nobody's ever come up to me and said
stuff like that to me before in that way...and
observed me for who I am and respected my views.

Jean spoke about the classroom climate and how the
teacher facilitated the class members getting to know each
other.

...And (the teacher) had that circle...it's just
such a nice feeling.
I like to be able to see
people when I'm talking to them and to have them
see me....
Because it just... brought us closer
together and we had an opportunity to see each
other.
She made a point of us learning each
other's names and she went around a couple of
times.
I think that's important to a class.
Because you share.
Sometimes you're saying
things that are kind of personal.
And you do
want to share them.
But on the other hand, you
want to know who these people are.
Somehow you
have a little name, or you get to feel a little
closer just by know their name.
And it's
easier.

While some of the participants were very positive
about the course discussion methods,
reservations.

others had

For some of the participants,

the

discussion methodology presented challenges and problems
for them.

Individual participants spoke about the
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dominators in class discussion,
to hear themselves talk.

as those who just wanted

Other participants spoke about

the quiet students who never really got heard.

Still

others spoke about the need for the teacher to be more
forceful
Liz

in redirection of the discussion.

For example,

identified some of the problems she had with

discussion technique.

...well... the other students... some of them...
sometimes people like just to hear their voice.
And I just sit back and let them have the
floor....
But sometimes a lot of the class is
spent on two or three students, just totally
dominating and...just getting their aggression
off....
One has this viewpoint and one had this
viewpoint and they're mad at each other kind
of...we do not allow people to...be what they
are...like I was saying before about the
students that do kind of take control of the
class.
I almost wish the teacher would be a
little stronger and say to the student, "we
value your opinion; it's very important that you
do communicate and express your thoughts to the
class.
But...there's got to be room for other
people."

Liz continued as she expressed some concerns about
student's voices who were not heard.

...And there were so many people in that class
that I didn't hear a word out of.
It was like I
feel they needed to talk as much as the person
that was always talking, maybe more so.
But
they were so intimidated.
Even for me, I was
intimidated....
And I felt sorry for these
other women who were really quiet.
And you
could see in their eyes that they were
feeling....
There was something they wanted to
say but they didn't have the courage....
It's
always this competition thing going on and that
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bothers me, too.
And that's just the way
society is dictated it to us, though I think we
need to get beyond that...I think communication
is the key...we really have to communicate
...sincerely communicate....
And not just with
women, but with men.
I really feel (that's)
important... that my two boys learn to
communicate with each other and also with other
boys and girls.

Susan also indicated some problems with the
discussion format.

Yet,

she readily admits that in fifty

minute time period,

classes are not conducive to bringing

closure to discussion.

...in the class instruction...just to have more
form.
It was a lot of discussion.
A lot of the
times the discussion got off on tangents, and I
understand tangents can be important.
But a lot
of times they weren't summarized or wrapped
up....
If we were coming away with anything, it
was our own personal thing...and now...it was
only a fifty minute class and...that's a problem
I find with the whole school.
Classes aren't
long enough.
I think every class should be at
least an hour and fifteen minutes.

Carol who genuinely appeared comfortable with the
discussion format also talked about her ambivalence
towards the discussion methods.

On the whole, I think (the teacher) did a
wonderful job.
I think that there are people in
the class that needed to be drawn out and I
would have liked to have seen more of that.
There was a young woman that was sitting beside
me and occasionally we would meet and have
coffee, and she said, "Do you know, she's
(meaning the teacher) never called on me for
anything?
...But now, teachers never do."
And
I said to her, "Why don't you offer?"
And she
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said, "Because I'm too shy to offer.
Where if
they asked, I would tell them."
And I thought,
maybe, people should be more aware of that.
Professors should be more aware...I think you
need the professor.
You need that guidance for
someone who's not going to say anything at all,
to at least start it for them.
And see that
they need help with that.
The other thing that
I found interesting was that some people need to
be cut off, because...they would just go on
forever.
And she (teacher) was very good at
that.

Donna also valued the class discussions and the
teacher's role in facilitating them.

I thought (the teacher) did a wonderful job....
She was very open to discussion.
She was hard
enough so you knew you had to do the homework or
you felt terrible.
You know, do the reading...
you could slide by and not do it...but you
wouldn't have gotten anything out of it and you
wouldn't bring anything to the class discussion.
She was real...good about...not letting you go
on and on and on and on.

Holly explained how the class discussion helped her
with the written assignments.

I think the class discussion helped me because
not ever taking a literature class before, a lot
of times I felt very lost...I think the class
discussions helped me to realize what to pick
out, what not to pick out... basically I have
some idea now of what to do to write an
analytical paper....
The class discussions
helped because before class a lot of times we'd
say (to each other).
Did you get that?
No, I
didn't read into that.
And so I felt that, I'm
not alone...and that other people had the same
ideas about the books that I did.
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Thus,

these participants were astutely aware of the

significant contributions and drawbacks of the discussion
technique as a primary pedagogical strategy.

The Use of the Reflective Journal
The second main theme concerning the course process
that participants spoke about was the writing assignments,
particularly the reflective journal.

They also talked

about how flexible due dates were important given the
complexity of their lives with work and family
commitments.

Donna discussed the value of the journal

since it gave her an opportunity to reflect.

I wrote a lot.
We had to write a journal for
that class.
I wrote a lot about my daughters
...I think it just made me more aware.
I think
when you have to write something down, you sort
of become more aware of what you're seeing,
what's happening in your everyday life.
And,
...then, you just start to think about a lot
more things...I was really concerned about my
daughter and her father...it just hit me...what
if she's like him?
...she's nothing like
him...I was really aware, I don't think I would
have thought about that... journals could be more
free and the papers...the fact that she (the
teacher) did have us discuss the papers with
other people.
I did think that was...when you
get the critiquing, from other people.
Because
a lot of time you have the teacher, you know
what they like and it's real easy to just give
them what they want, but you're not really
learning a lot... because there's a lot of things
you don't see sometimes... everybody sees
differently.
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When Liz talked about what kinds of suggestions she
would make to future students who might take this course,
she talked about the importance of journal writing and her
own ambivalence with journal writing.

And I kept a journal....
It was probably...a
problem for me to keep a journal, 'cause as I
said, I just like to sit down and read.
I don't
like, if I see a pen and paper near me, it's
almost like a threat, like saying this is
homework... so I would probably (suggest) to
them, make sure you try to make sure you try to
keep some sort of a journal.
Encourage yourself
while you're reading to write some notes.

Others talked about the flexibility within
assignments and the due dates for assignments.

Susan

said:

She (the teacher) had due dates for her
papers,...but she would let those due dates be
real flexible and that I liked.

Donna added further that the flexibility to be
creative in doing assignments was equally important.
she talked about flexibility in class assignments,

she

spoke with glee about doing the final exam!

(the teacher)... she's the kind of person that
lets you sort of go out on your own, like the
papers and things... she'11 allow a lot of
freedom of expression, which was nice...well, on
the final exam...she gave us topics...I did a
combination of a lot of things.
It was the kind
of thing, well, I think she'll accept it, that a
lot of teachers wouldn't have...for the final
exam, so what I did,...I took...two (different)

141

When

stories and took pieces of them.
And I took two
poems...and I made the literature coincide with
the poetry.
Then I put photographs that I felt
went with it...I had so much fun doing it....
It was so great.
It was just like all of a
sudden these things were clicking for me...I
loved putting it together.

So,

the women students were clear that reflective

journals were an important assignment.

They were also

clear that flexible due dates and flexibility with
assignments was important,

too.

Their comments on

assignments clearly reflected the importance of
flexibility and individuality.

Thus,

teachers must

continue to find ways to permit individuals different
alternatives for students to succeed.

The Participation of Other Students
Finally,

the third theme to emerge in the

participant's discussions about the classroom climate was
how they felt about other students.

Some of the

participants had comments about other students in the
course,

namely the differences in men's perspectives and

younger, more traditional aged students' perspectives.
The women identified the inability of each group to see
the others' point of view,

particularly the difficulty in

cross talk and communication between themselves and the
younger women students and/or between themselves and the
male students.
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Adrienne spoke about the ability to communicate
different viewpoints

in class.

...the only hostile accusations that came out in
discussions came from the men in the class...it
was hard on the guys that took that class...and
one of the guys thought I was real hostile until
we talked about it later.
And I said, "Well, I
have a reason to be hostile.
Stop and think
about what we're reading and what we're
teaching.
That women had to give up her love
because it wasn't her place.
It wasn't up with
her class and this and that."
And I said "How
would you like it?
Stop and think about how you
would feel...if you were in love with some woman
and your parents told you 'well, she's not our
class and you can't.'"

Joan also spoke about the problematic of male
students not understanding the readings and a woman's
perspective.

Ideally what I would like to see is a good mix
of males and females in these courses...because
I think the only way women are ever going to
make progress, is for men to progress at the
same pace women are progressing.
And I don't
think that's what happened.
I mean I think
that's one of the big drawbacks of the
revolution of the (19)60's.
That women
progressed much faster than men did.
And I
think, unless they begin to understand what it's
like to not have power, to not have
independence, to not have the economic
independence...to not have those things, they'll
never...see us as human beings...let me give you
an example...there was a student in our class
this semester...I respected him a lot and he
respected me a lot.
And about two thirds of the
way through the course, his ego was starting to
get bashed...he started to feel as though we
were doing some men bashing.
I don't feel, I
never felt in that course, that we did any man
bashing.
I think that we just enlightened him
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and he felt uncomfortable with it.
I don't
think he could deal with it.
And that's what I
mean when I say, that they (meaning male
students) have to have a strong sense of
themselves.

Another participant Carol discussed that she thought
the teacher gave more discussion time to the men in the
class and that it bothered her.

...the thing that I think that bothered me was
that often times she gave more time to the men,
boys, men, in the class than she did the
women...I was shocked to see that happening.
And I had read years ago that that was pretty
typical.
But when you see it in action and you
see it in a Women in Literature course, and
then...maybe she's just doing it because there
are only five men in this class...out of twenty
five...and she didn't want to be accused of male
bashing or ignoring them...but I did find it...
it was pretty shocking.

On the other hand, when Liz talked about what she
might say to prospective students,

she indicated she

wished more men would take the class.

...I would encourage it and I would encourage it
not only for women but for men.
And I think
there was a low level of men in the class, and I
can understand that.
There's a great fear...of
evolution, as far as women in the world that men
have....

Gayle also made a comment about men's participation
in the class.

She also made connections on how she

thought men's behavior in society was slowly changing.
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Specifically she talked about the importance of men
sharing in childrearing responsibilities.

...I liked the course a lot.
We had three or
four men in the course and that was fun to have
them share their reactions, which was different
in lots of cases...(on) Thanksgiving Eve...I
went to the grocery store and I was amazed at
the number of men with small children...that
were picking up last minute things.
Not too
many years ago you would never see this.
So I
think it is coming...and if you ever see one (a
man) that's experienced a close bonding with a
child, you can sense that they got a lot out of
that.
And I just wish more men could do
that....

Gayle continued with her observations about men and
women's behavior as she talked about her own life,
particularly when she described her friend's husband
compared to her own ex-husband.

...And I can sense that he got a lot out of
doing that (being with his children)....
But I
was afraid to put demands on.
I thought I had
to do it all.
And I still have a hard time with
that.
I still think I have to do it all...it's
the way women perceive themselves... they can be
their own worst enemy...I like to see women have
a strong bond.
I think it's important for them.
I think it's important for men too.
I think
they are so competitive among themselves...I
don't think they (men) can really warm up and be
the kind of friends that women can be to each
other....
And I can stereotype some (men) that
I see similar to what I was married to....
But
I see some nice ones out there and I don't think
you can give up on the whole sex....
We do have
to give them some credit for coming around...
(yet) I can sense they're very disillusioned by
us.
Or very turned off by an outward feminist
thing.
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The participants also commented on the
interrelationships with younger women students.

Some

identified that younger women seemed to have it better
while others indicated that younger women seemed to be
naive about the realities of women's lives.

Carol was

very clear in her discussion about the younger women in
the course.

I don't know if alienation is the right
word—differences of opinion, but there's a real
age gap there, that was very apparent to me...
with the younger students.
And in a couple of
cases, it was almost, how well do they get along
with their mother, if how well they reacted to
what I had to say.
And then I realized, I am
old enough to be their mother and that might
make them feel very uncomfortable.
So I found
that interesting...and a little bit
uncomfortable...defending your position is
strange to me at this stage...there was a young
woman in the class who was saying...things are
just so different now (than 19th century women's
lives)...women have jobs now...men are helping
with the housework and child care...and I'm
thinking...it really isn't all that different
than what you're reading about...and I found
that depressing.
And that's where the real age
difference comes in to play.

Susan also spoke about her concern for differences
between the younger and older women in the course.

She

talked about the freedom younger students seemed to have
to travel,

to live in different places,

and to start a new

life someplace else.

...and I recognize (that) our class was pretty
young.
That might have had a lot to do with the
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perspective that we (older women) all had.
Some
of us older students, there were maybe three or
four or five of us, that would sometimes talk
together and decide that we were a little bit
afraid to say anything, and it wasn't (the
teacher's) fault.
But we felt we weren't
accepted by the group.
Our thoughts weren't
accepted by the group as a whole...I'm just
comparing how self assured the young women seem
and...I talk to them and they make me feel silly
that I'm struggling with an issue that they just
think is commonplace...what young women allow
themselves to do now is a far cry from what I
remember...their boyfriends are in other parts
of the country...they're going to fly there...
live there sight unseen...go to college out
there, and start a new life...and (when I was
their age) I didn't take the risk that I wanted
to...to be on my own, without being married.

And yet, Gayle saw the real potential between younger
and older women students for opportunities to dialogue
across their different perspectives about women's lives.

...there was a good relationship between the
younger girls and the older women, which was
nice.
And older women could bring a different
side to the conversation.
I wish the classes
had been longer, because we could have talked
for hours about different issues.

In summary, the dialogue and discussion emphasis
enriched the understanding of course material and their
own lives.

The participants referred to the importance

and role of class discussion, the teacher's role in
facilitating discussion and the problems with the
discussion method.

Additionally, some of the participants

spoke about were the relevance of the written assignments,
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and the particular value of the reflective journal
assignment.

They also discussed the importance of

flexible due dates and flexibility in the assignments.
Finally,

some participants had comments about other

students in the class,

namely the differences in men's

perspectives and younger,

more traditional aged students'

perspectives.

i
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CHAPTER V

INTERPRETATION,

SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS

Introduction
This chapter provides interpretations,

summary and

implications of the research findings on what happens to
working class women students of non-traditional age

(25+)

when they encounter and experience the content and
teaching process of a women's studies course in a
community college.
The findings in the study suggest that all of the
participants had positive feelings about their community
college experience.

Their community college experience

empowered them to continue their education.
a person of influence
therapist)

(teacher,

advisor,

In all cases,

counselor or

assisted in this empowerment process.

These

important individuals enabled the women to see themselves
as having "real" intelligence and academic abilities.
Eight of the ten participants were also able to reflect on
their previous schooling and understand,

in particular

that they had been "tracked" in high school into a non¬
college bound curriculum.
The findings also suggest that the feminist content
and pedagogy of the women's studies course,
in Literature I.

had meaning in their lives.
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entitled Women
The course

especially provided the women with expanded ways of seeing
themselves as women.

All the participants had an

increased understanding of the conditions of women's
lives,

both in the 19th century and today.

They were able

to see more clearly the influence of the historical
perspective of women's lives and history's influence on
their own lives.

The study also suggests that for four of

the women an emerging sense of feminism occurred and they
were able to claim the word feminist in their descriptions
of themselves.
Additionally the course content,

especially the

stories about black women and the hardships they faced,
had a real impact on all the participants.

All ten women

spoke about the hardships faced by black women.
of the participants,

these stories,

For many

gave them a better

understanding of their own working class background.

The

women spoke about the influence of affluence and education
and how increased opportunities occur for privileged white
women.
Finally,

the findings in the study suggest that the

course provided a way of examining their own family life.
In particular,

the course provided an appreciation for the

conditions of their own mother's lives.

The content and

discussions in the course also gave them opportunities to
discuss their own caregiving roles.
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These opportunities

enabled them to reflect on their own lives and compare
their stories as women,

as daughters and as mothers or

caregivers to the women's literature they were reading.
This new appreciation of their mothers'

lives and their

own caregiving roles expanded their understanding of the
complexity of women's lives.

Themes for Interpretation
The data of the ten transcribed interviews,

the

interviewer's journal and the course materials file in
conjunction with the literature review and my own personal
experiences teaching women's studies coursework suggested
five themes for analysis and interpretation.

The five

themes are:
1.

The meaning of feminist content and pedagogy

2.

Women and a sense of change in their lives

3.

The importance of adult role models

4.

Shift in thinking:

Or are we thinking like a

feminist yet?
5.

Appreciation of their mothers and their own
caregiving.

The first theme of feminist curriculum and feminist
pedagogy was suggested by the previous literature on
feminist courses and classrooms
Culley & Portugues,

(Bunch & Pollack,

1985; Lather,
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1991; Maher,

1983;

1987b;

Pagano,

1990;

VanDyne,

1985;

Schneidewind,
Shapiro,

1983,

1991;

1987;

Schuster &

Shrewsbury,

1987).

The

transcripts further highlighted the patterns concerning
the teaching and learning process in women's studies
courses,

that are consistent with the literature on

feminist pedagogy.

For example,

the inclusion of the

content of multicultural/diversity materials did have an
important impact on the participants'
women's lives.

thinking about

All ten participants discussed the

readings about black women

(Incidents in the Life of a

Slave Girl and excerpts from Sojourner Truth).

This was

an important finding and was consistent with the recent
literature on the importance of including content from a
diverse group of women in such courses
Maher,

(Jenkins,

1990;

1987b).

Additionally,

the process of class discussion was

highlighted as an important way to learn.

Seeing

themselves in concert with the teacher as learner was
important.

The emphasis on discussion and conversation as

the primary teaching technique was helpful to all
participants and is consistent with the feminist
literature
Shrewsbury,

(Schneidewind,
1987).

1983,

1987;

Shapiro,

1991;

Seeing the male students and younger

women students as sometimes problematic and challenging
was also consistent with the literature
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(Shapiro,

1991),

as was the use of reflective journal writing
Black,

1987; Bunch & Pollack,

1983;

Fisher,

(Berry &
J.,

1987).

The second theme suggested by the research literature
and the transcripts was how women saw themselves changing,
especially in relationship to their schooling.

The

transcripts revealed a shift in how the participants
perceived their view of themselves in school in the past
and now.

Many of the participants spoke negatively about

their previous schooling experiences and reflected on the
negative impact of tracking.

Research literature

suggested that this "tracking" system in high school in
the past can be analyzed as both class and gender based.
In this tracking system,

we see only certain avenues of

opportunities for certain girls.

For these women,

certain

opportunities were closed to them as a result of their
gender and socioeconomic class backgrounds
Arnot,

1982; Thorne,

(Apple,

1984;

1989).

On the other hand,

the acceptance and encouragement

of the participants within the community college by
faculty,

advisors,

and counselors provided the

participants with new ways of looking at the possibilities
of academics.

In college,

the participants increasingly

saw themselves as intelligent and capable of learning,
particularly as they had success in coursework at the
community college.

These findings are consistent with
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many community college programs and the meaning that many
adult reentry college women make of their abilities and
success

(Lewis,

1986; Weis,

1988; Luttrell,

1985,

1989;

Schatzkamer,

1985).

The third theme that emerged from the data was the
role of an important person in the community college in
increasing the self confidence and self esteem of these
women.

An increased sense of self confidence and sense of

self esteem was gained by the participants from their
experience in the community college and their encounter
with the women's studies course.

This new sense of self

emerged from the sense of personal empowerment that came
from contacts with significant and helpful individual
people, mostly in the community college.
individuals,

These

often community college teachers,

advisors

and/or therapists/counselors, were significant in
encouraging a change in self confidence and self esteem
about their academic abilities.

A sense of mutual and

connected relationship with at least one important person
in their new attempt at schooling was important.

This

relationship was personally empowering to the
participants.

For these participants,

the increased sense

of personal empowerment happened because at least one
significant individual person demonstrated mutual empathy,
mutual engagement and mutual empowerment.
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The significant

individuals varied among the participants,

but the primary

common characteristic of these individuals was that they
genuinely cared and demonstrated mutual empathy towards
the participants.

The fundamental processes of mutual
relationships are mutual engagement (attention
and interest), mutual empathy, and mutual
empowerment (Surrey, 1991, p. 167).

It was the individuals in the women's lives who were
relational beings and enabled the students to see
themselves differently and to see and respond to othevs
differently

(Surrey,

1991).

The role of people of

significant influence varied from participant to
participant but at least one person served as a catalyst
for change in their lives.

Additionally,

particular

events in life sometimes also contributed to empowering
the participants to take risks and change their lives.
Such life events as job loss,

birth of a child,

accident,

separation or divorce provide the impetus to change their
lives.
The fourth theme was how the participants saw
themselves in relation to feminism.

The previous research

literature on women's studies courses and feminist
concerns provided some strategies for analysis
Hyde,

1991; Luttrell,

1985).

(Bargad &

All the participants changed

their views about women and their lives.
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They shifted

their thinking,

as they read about women's lives,

thinking more as a feminist.

The participants'

to

shift in

thinking can be examined in relationship to the feminist
identity development model suggested by Bargad and Hyde
(1991).

This model suggested that students exposed to the

content of a women's studies course pass through five
stages from passive acceptance of the role of women to the
last stage of integrating feminism into their lives as
activists.

The transcripts suggested that women's

thinking shifted as a result of the course content.
and over again,

Over

participants related the content of the

course to how they perceived the conditions of women's
lives and how they integrated these perceptions of women
with their own experience as women.

While each

participant's thinking shifted somewhat differently based
on their previous experience with such ideas,
participants reached at least stage II,
"revelation" to new ideas.

all the

labelled

They became engaged especially

with materials that provided a sense of the reality shock
about the conditions of women's lives.

Since the course

content provided the historical context of women's lives
through 19th century literature,

the participants were

provided with the opportunity to see the broader context
of women's lives and their own place in history.
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The final theme was an increased appreciation and
tolerance for the conditions of their mothers'
their own caregiving responsibilities.

lives and

Given that the

women participants were all first generation college
students,

a potential clash between their views and their

mothers existed.

Yet,

despite differences in their views

from their mothers' views,

these women students

appreciated the context of their mothers'

lives.

Much of the traditional psychological literature
suggested that a sense of identity was formed first and
separate from a sense of intimacy

(Erikson,

1968).

This

earlier psychological literature suggested women
overidentify with their mother and then often spend their
adult lives attempting to separate from their mothers.
The early feminist reinterpretation of this more
traditional psychological research suggested that women's
strong identification with relationships,

caring,

and

motherhood was strongly influenced by social and cultural
expectations for women.

This research suggested that as

caring for children and relationships within a family
became both men and women's responsibility,
overidentification with caring,
could shift

(Chodorow,

then the

nurturing and mothering

1978; Gilligan,

1982).

Later

feminist literature was more critical and suggested that
relationships and caring were much more complex and the
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positive aspects of caring and nurturing might foster
positive human relations
Yet,

(Hare-Mustin & Marecek,

1990).

these critiques also cautioned that focus on women's

nurturing and caring for others could become essentialized
to be women's roles
1990; Jordan,

(Faludi,

et al.,

Nevertheless,

1991; Hare-Mustin & Marecek,

1991).

some of the recent feminist

psychological literature suggested the need for the re¬
examination of women's psychological development in terms
of understanding women in relationship to others
(Gilligan,
Jordan,

et al.,

et al.,

1989; Hare-Mustin & Marecek,

1991).

1990;

Some of the literature suggested

that the reclaiming and remaking of the mother-daughter
relationship be seen in a more positive light
1991; Jordan,

et al.,

1991).

(Gleason,

The findings in this

research were illustrative of this reclamation.
The findings in this study suggested that the mother
daughter relationship is complex,

and that the

participants saw themselves developing an increased
appreciation for the context of their mothers'

lives.

Many participants talked about the hardships in their
mothers'

lives and understood how the conditions of their

interpersonal and family relationships as well as their
mothers' working conditions often kept them from different
opportunities.

The appreciation of the complexity of
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their mother's lives provided a personal

identity that was

both continuous with and distinct from their own mothers.
Additionally,
mothers'

lives,

in examining the complexity of their

the participants also saw the complexity

of their own caregiving roles with their children's lives.
Participants often spoke about the desire for more
opportunities for their own children,

for education,

for

work and for family life.

The Meaning of Feminist Content and Pedagogy
The reflections of these working class women's
encounter with the women's studies course was established
through in-depth interviews.

The interview strategy built

upon a tradition of feminist research methods,

to ask the

individuals involved to tell their own stories.

This

research project did that by asking students to describe
in their own words generally:
them,

what the course was

what sense they made of the course,

like for

how they saw

themselves as women changing as influenced by their course
involvement and their participation in a community college
education

(Appendix A).

The first theme for analysis of the data suggested by
the research literature and by the participant's
discussions about the women's studies course arose when
students spoke about the teaching and learning process
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in

the course.
materials,

The course content included multicultural
especially about black American women.

The

participants recognized that this was important to their
understanding the diversity of women's lives.
This course in many ways was a typical women's
studies course.
(Appendix B),

In this Women in Literature I course

students read women's literature broadly

categorized as literature of women's voices in the 19th
century.

The course content included multicultural course

materials,

particularly about black women,

that was

recognized by the participants as important to their
understanding the diversity of the conditions influencing
19th century women's lives.

Secondly,

the course used

primarily the discussion technique as the main pedagogical
strategy.

Use of the discussion technique has been common

in many women's studies courses.

Thirdly,

the use of a

reflective journal assignment was consistent with the
literature on women's studies courses.

Almost all of

these responses and findings about the content,

classroom

dynamics and assignments were consistent with the
literature on feminist pedagogy and feminist content
(Bunch & Pollack,
1991; Maher,
1987;

1983; Culley & Portugues,

1987b; Pagano,

Schuster & VanDyne,

Shrewsbury,

1990;

1985;

1987).
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1985; Lather,

Schneidewind,

Shapiro,

1991;

1983,

Pagano,

(1990)

suggested that when students are

initiated into a college course,
things:

first,

classroom life.

they encounter two

a discipline and its texts and,

second,

For these working class women,

encountering a women's studies course,

there were both

tensions and exhilirations in integrating the course
experience,

the discipline and its texts and classroom

life, with their lives.

Clearly the inclusion of

multicultural content was important.

All ten participants

said that the readings about women of color,
black American women,

primarily

had an impact on them.

discussion about two readings,

Harriet Jacobs'

In their
Incidents

in the Life of a Slave Girl and excerpts from Sojourner
Truth, most participants were able to articulate and
discuss their reflections concerning the double burden of
being black and being a woman.

They talked about how the

conditions of these women's lives outraged and angered
them.

As Liz, who had lived with an African American man

who fathered her two sons,

said:

The Life of a Slave Girl, that really hit me
hard.
I'd already known a lot of the struggles
with race....
But her, her confinement really
bothered me.
She was born free...but she was
denied it by this man....
And she was denied
her right to exist.
And not only was she denied
the right to be a mother, but she was denied
(her right) to be a woman....
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Some of the women students also made connections to
their own social class and ethnic backgrounds.

They were

aware that much of the literature was from a white and
more privileged woman's perspective.
stated,

As Susan so aptly

"Most of the people we read about were from

affluent families,

so I guess money talks."

Joan made

connections about social class, when she talked about the
readings in the course.

I think that women who were in the lower class.
I am not sure if they had much equality (in
their relationships)... I think that they just
didn't have the luxury of sitting around reading
all this literature....

Two of the participants discussed that the literature
canon was changing.

They saw this change as positive

because the course content included more diverse voices in
literature.

Given the current debate in many disciplines,

including literature
1990; Jenkins,

(Fonow & Cook,

1990; Pagano,

1990)

1991; Hirsch & Keller,
about the inclusion of

readings and materials from diverse perspectives and
voices,

and what is good literature and research, many of

these participants said that the readings included about
black woman's perspective was critical to their
understanding of the conditions of women's lives and to
understanding their own lives as women.

Ideally,

some of

the women suggested that more material about the diversity
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of women's lives,

particularly women from working class

backgrounds would have also been helpful.
Additionally,

the discussion technique as the primary

pedagogical strategy was seen as an important way to
learn.

Almost all the participants identified hearing

other students' voices was crucial to their own
understanding of the course content.

Many referred to the

insights they gained by hearing their classmates'

stories.

Similar to the feminist research literature on the use of
the discussion technique in feminist classrooms,

students

were also astute about the problems and challenges faced
in classrooms where discussion is the primary teaching
methodology
1985;

(Bunch & Pollack,

Shapiro,

1991;

1983;

Shrewsbury,

Culley & Portugues,

1987).

Participants

particularly identified that communicating across age and
gender was sometimes difficult.

Some of the participants

discussed how the men in the class sometimes just didn't
understand the woman's perspective,

either the perspective

of the women's literature or the perspective of the women
students.

"The men just didn't get it."

A few

participants mentioned the outright hostility with some of
the men in the course.

Others discussed how difficult it

was for the younger traditional aged women students to
understand the complexity and nature of women's lives.
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Joan represented an example of the participant's
reaction to men in the class.

She spoke about a man in

the class, who accused the teacher and the class of
male-bashing.

She suggested that men who take such

classes ought to have a good understanding of themselves
before they embark on a women's studies class.

Joan spoke

quite eloquently about how difficult it was for that
individual man in the class to hear about the conditions
of women's lives and how he was threatened and upset by
the discussion.

...he started to feel as though we were doing
some men bashing...I never felt in that course
that we did any man bashing.
I think we just
enlightened him and he felt uncomfortable with
it.
I don't think he could deal with it.
And
that's what I mean when I say, that they (male
students) have to have a strong sense of
themselves.

Carol,

on the other hand,

talked about the naivete

and unrealistic picture of women's lives that some of the
younger women had.

In a discussion on women's roles and

how they have changed since the 19th century,

Carol

provided a good example of different perspectives.

...And there was a young woman in the class who
was saying,..."Well, things are just so
different now."
And I said, "I don't think
they're all that different at all."
...Looking
back at that younger woman's comment about how
much things have changed.
I was glad, on one
hand, that she felt that way, and I was
disappointed that she had blinders on, that she
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didn't see the bigger picture.
Because in order
to effect change, I think she'll have to see the
bigger picture.
But she's only nineteen years
old.
She has a long time to look at the bigger
picture.

The tension of understanding other's perspectives,
such as the younger woman's comment and the man's comment,
and being frustrated with such a comments clearly
underscored one of the challenges faced by teachers and
classmates in using the discussion method.

The whole

attempt to understand the other person's perspective and
integrate it with one's own perspective as well as with
the course content continues to be the challenge for
courses using the discussion method.
Again,

the incident with some of the men in the

course was typical of reports about men in women's studies
classes

(Shapiro,

1991).

These incidents may be more

reflective of the reality shock that men go through in
encountering feminist content and new ways of looking at
women and concomitantly themselves.

As men become more

familiar with the impact of patriarchy and misogyny,
through reading about women's lives,

they then may need to

look at how these issues impact on their own personal
lives.

Additionally,

the importance of men's social class

and race and their own past encounters with schooling,
also impacts in how they read, understand and integrate
such material with their life experiences.
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Such concerns

merit much further exploration and research.
may be as Pagano

(1990)

The analysis

suggested that encounters with a

discipline and its texts and classroom life is part of the
language initiation/game of the course experience.
men and women,

of different ages,

ethnic backgrounds,
different.

races,

For

social class and

the encounter will be undoubtedly

Facilitating an understanding of those

differences continues to be a real challenge for feminist
teachers.
Finally,

the reflective journal writing assignment

proved to be useful for all the participants.

Consistent

with the literature on the use of reflective journals
(Berry & Black,

1987;

Fisher,

J.,

1987),

participants felt

the ability to reflect in a journal on the readings and
class discussions and to integrate the issues with their
own experience in their lives was indeed insightful.
participant,

One

Donna, was typical of the participants.

I wrote a lot.
We had to write a journal for
that class.
I wrote a lot about my daughters
...I think when you have to write something
down, you sort of become more aware of what
you're seeing what's happening in your everyday
life....
And then you start to think a lot more
about things.

Writing in a journal clearly provided students with
an opportunity for self reflection.
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Journal writing also

provided a way for students to begin to make sense of
discrepancies and others' perspectives.
In summary,

the process of being engaged with

meaningful and diverse content about women's lives that
had a multicultural perspective was very important.
Content should continue to be broadened to include as more
diverse women's voices from different social class
background.

Secondly,

these participants saw that the

opportunity to discuss in class discussion the course
content with their classmates and teacher was important to
broaden their understanding of women's roles and lives.
Finally,

the opportunity to keep a reflective journal was

also deemed important to these participants' understanding
of the course.

As Carol so carefully said when she talked

about what the course did for her.

I think I've started questioning what I was
doing...I mean initially...well, I'll just take
this (course) and see what's it's like.
And not
really questioning my role...there was a sense
that I was gaining something from the class, but
there was also the realization that I had lost
things along the way.
And whether or not I
could retrieve those or not....
Part of it, I
think, just a sense of my identity...I think
just listening to the women's own stories...I
found it wonderful, actually.

Women and a Sense of Change in Their Lives
The second theme suggested by the transcripts and the
research literature was how the women saw themselves and
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the sense of change in their lives as women.

The sense of

change emerged and was especially salient as the women
spoke about their experiences with schooling in the past
and their schooling in the community college now.

Schooling in the Past.

For many of the participants,

schooling in the past was not meaningful.

As the

participants reflected on their past schooling in the
interview,

they were very aware that they had been tracked

into a non-college bound curriculum.

Eight of the ten

participants referred directly to being tracked in high
school and many referred to their earlier schooling as
"being a blur.”

For example,

in Joan's interview, when

she talked about school before college,

she said

...it was a blur.
I didn't enjoy it at all...
primarily because I was stuck in a business
course...I was tracked...but in those days,
students from certain socioeconomic backgrounds
and certain backgrounds were tracked into
secretarial courses.

Such comments are reminiscent of the middle class
structure and values imbedded in our educational system.
As other researchers have poignantly suggested,

in many of

our schools both the curriculum and the pedagogy are
foreign to students from diverse backgrounds,
the middle class
Karabel,

(Apple,

1989; Grumet,

1984; Arnot,

1988; Luttrell,
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other than

1982; Brint &
1985,

1989; Thorne,

1989).

As these women clearly indicated throughout the

transcripts,

their past schooling negated their sense of

themselves.

These students pointed out their concerns

about school as they talked about their past schooling.
Seven of the women were very clear that some school
personnel didn't seem to care about them.
rejection or non-support by a teacher,

Often outright

guidance counselor

or other school official, was one of the contributing
factors for the participant to give up on school and
academics.

When Liz spoke about switching from a Catholic

school to a public school at about eleven

(11)

years old,

she identified a teacher in fifth grade.

...she just kind of rejected you more or less.
And it kind of threw me, 'cause I was always
used to the (Catholic school)... having the
attention and concern to some degree.

The recent feminist psychological literature and the
research literature on schooling for girls suggests that
early adolescence is a vulnerable time for girls
Report,

1992; Brown & Gilligan,

1989; Thorne,

1989).

1992; Gilligan,

(AAUW
et al.,

Since several of the women

participants spoke about experiences in school in early
adolescence,

this research further supports the contention

that girls are vulnerable to losing interest in academics
at this point in their lives.
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Additionally,

some of these participants'

families

were clearly troubled by alcoholic abuse and physical
abuse as well.

The family issues and the double

vulnerability of social class and gender in the schools
often made going to school unpleasant.

Participants

talked about being made to feel dumb and not capable and
as that happened more and more,
interested in school.

they became less

They also spoke about being

silenced by authority and power,
schools.

As Liz clearly said,

particularly in the

"nobody cares."

Why should I go (to school)?
Nobody cares.
I
don't care.
I was burned out mentally from
...the stress at home and there was nobody in
the school system that even really question (ed)
you, why aren't you doing well?
What's
bothering you.
There was nobody there for you.

Schooling Now.

Yet,

all ten participants spoke about

regaining a sense of themselves and their academic
abilities through the community college experience.
often,

Most

it was a woman teacher or faculty advisor who took

an interest in them that inspired them.
They were made to feel more capable.
surprised at their good grades.

They were

They saw themselves and

their role and involvement in school differently.

They

saw themselves as capable of learning and as more agentive
actors in their own learning.
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As their self confidence

increased,

they gained more savvy in their academic

endeavors and in choosing their courses.
view themselves as intelligent.

They began to

For example,

consider

what Susan said about the community college experience.

...the college...has helped me with my self
esteem tremendously.
I can't believe how well I
am doing and how much my teachers seem to like
what I say...I feel more capable, not only
because I getting good grades, but because I'm
stimulated.
I'm capable, I feel like I'm
capable to myself.

Donna continued similarly.

...I guess I feel like I'm a better person, or
something, because I'm more well rounded now.
After each course, I feel like I'm just so much
more intelligent.
Or I feel like I can express
myself better, in different areas, things that I
don't know anything about.
And I don't get that
by just reading by myself.

This new view of themselves is consistent with the
literature on working class women.

Prior to college,

viewed themselves as having what Luttrell
referred to as "commonsense" intelligence.

(1985,

they

1989)

This

commonsense intelligence was what the women often
described when they talked about their work and their own
children,

helped them in solving everyday life challenges

in work and family situations.

Collins

(1990)

referred to

this ability of solving everyday problems within the
family or community as "motherwit."
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On the other hand,
(Luttrell,

1985,

1989)

the "schoolwise" intelligence
was what these participants above

described they have gained from going to a community
college and taking courses that related to their
experiences as women.

This schoolwise intelligence was

the ability to use language and talk differently.

Perhaps

created by cognitive dissonance and involvement with
teachers and other college personnel who were caring,

the

women were able to integrate their own life experiences
with those they are reading and learning about.
research project,

From this

evidence suggested that reading about

women's lives assisted them in the translation process,

of

looking at their own experiences as women and seeing
similarities and discrepancies with the stories about the
women they were reading in the literature course.

The Importance of Adult Role Models
Almost all participants,

spoke about at least one

person who encouraged them as adult learners.

In most

cases it was a faculty member at the community college who
took a real interest in them.
faculty advisor,
teacher,

Sometimes it was their

but in many cases,

it was a faculty

often one of the first instructors they

encountered.

In at least two cases,

encouraged them to go to college.
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a personal therapist

Additionally,

all ten

spoke about a life event that encouraged them to look at
themselves.
The significant person, who was mutually empowering,
often provided the links for success in schooling at the
community college.
supportive,

These individuals, who were

demonstrated similar attributes as those

described in the recent psychological literature about
developing mutual relationships
Surrey,

1991).

The individuals,

advisors and therapists,

(Jordan,

et al.,

1991;

including faculty,

were mutually engaged with the

participants by demonstrating real interest and attention.
Sometimes,
office,

it was as simple as an open door to a faculty

where the faculty member took a real interest in

their lives.

Sometimes it was a discussion centered

around strategies for success in balancing school work and
dealing with their family and work life issues.
These caring individuals also demonstrated mutual
empathy.

In these mutual empathic relationships,

the participant and the person of influence,
established an empowering,

between

they

responsive interaction that

flowed back and forth between the individuals.

Sometimes

it was by simply listening to these women's stories.
Other times,

it was by sharing others'

success stories,

or their own

the participant began to see different

images of themselves.

Some of the women spoke about
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mutual respect when the teacher in the women's studies
course saw herself as a learner,
empowering.

and they found that

This reconnection with an individual role

model in the academic world was very important in their
success and was seen as mutually empowering.
feminist literature has suggested,
participants,

As recent

these women

through the assistance of a mutually

empathic individual saw themselves differently than they
had at early adolescence,
to academics

(Jordan,

especially in their relationship

et al.,

1991;

Surrey,

1991).

Another influence on these women and their sense of
selves as women were the life events that occurred.
Similar to the research on returning women in higher
education,

one of the most common life events for these

participants that was an influential factor in their
decision to return to school was separation,

divorce

and/or dissolution of their intimate relationship
1989; Komarovsky,

1985; Lewis,

1988).

(Fass,

Other events that

influenced their return to school were the birth of a
child or children and/or wanting more for their children.
Sometimes having older children permitted more time for
college.

In a few instances,

partner's/spouse's job loss,
their college entrance.

their own or their
was the event that led to

For a few others,
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it was job

injury or serious accident,

that also influenced the

choice to return to college.
In summary,

clearly particular life events often

provided the impetus to attend the community college.
But,

more importantly,

the women's success at the

community college was related to the establishment of a
mutual empathic relationship early on in college, with at
least one adult role model.

This person of influence

provided the encouragement and support for the participant
to gain self confidence and self esteem and begin to
re-vision herself as a capable learner in school.

Shift in Thinking:

Or Are We Thinking Like a Feminist Yet?

The next theme suggested by the data and previous
research concerned how the participants viewed themselves
in relation to feminism,
thinking:

or what I call "shift in

or are we thinking like a feminist yet?"

All

the participants shifted their thinking about women's
roles in society and about themselves as women.

This

shift in thinking was partially influenced by college
attendance and partially influenced by the encounter with
the women's studies course.

The community college gave

them a sense of self confidence and self esteem as
competent and capable learners.

The women's studies

course further enhanced their sense of self,
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especially as

women.

The women's studies course provided the

opportunity to re-examine their identity as women and all
their various roles of spouse/lover,

mother/nurturer,

daughter and colleague/co-worker.
Previous research suggests that as students re¬
examine roles of women and discover the sometimes
oppressive reality of women's lives,

they begin to think

more like a feminist

1991;

Rousch,

1984; Lather,

(Bargad & Hyde,
1991).

Downing &

Research also suggests that

while definitions of feminism vary,

a feminist is one who

recognizes the oppression of women,

develops a critical

perspective and works to change those conditions of
women's lives.

A feminist is also one who sees women's

lives as central to their way of being in the world and
identifies women's strengths as something to celebrate
through women's voices and women's lives
1991;

Stanley & Wise,

1983).

(Fonow & Cook,

As these women participants

encountered the content of this women's studies literature
course,

they began more and more to consider the

conditions and ambiguities of women's lives.

Feminist Identity Development Model.

One model for

examining students in women's studies courses has been
referred to as the "Feminist Identity Development Model"
or "FIDS."

Bargad and Hyde

(1991)
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in this model suggested

that individuals begin with passive acceptance of women's
roles and move through five stages to active commitment to
feminist principles,

to work as activists for change in

the conditions of women's lives.

Evidence in all the

transcripts suggested that all the participants were
becoming more aware of the conditions of women's lives.
They also recognized the importance of the historical
perspective of women's lives.
All the participants could be described at least
within stage II of the FIDS model.

This stage suggested

revelation to new concepts and new ideas about women and
questioning women's roles and situation.
Patti Lather,

(1991)

Another author,

referred to this phenomena of

recognizing the often oppressive conditions of women's
lives as "reality shock."

All participants exhibited

reality shock as they spoke about the content of the
women's studies course.

This phenomenon,

recognizing the

reality shock about the conditions of women's lives,

was

also reflected in the FIDS model as the students became
more critical and understood more about women's oppression
and situation.
However,

one problem with the FIDS model is that it

suggested a linear stage approach to feminism whereby an
individual moves from a less sophisticated understanding
of women's lives and feminism to a more advanced
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understanding and active commitment to feminist principles
to actively work to change the conditions of women's
lives.

In this research,

these participants entered this

course with varying levels of understanding of feminism.
As they integrated the feminist content of the course with
their own experience as women,

more likely they moved

through a spiral like structure sliding up and down the
model,

as they were exposed to new ideas about the

conditions of women's lives.

This sliding up and down

these five stages of feminist identity development
reflected more a shift in feminist thinking,

rather than a

linear stage like model suggested by the FIDS model.
As an example,
prior to the class,

Joan had an awareness of feminism,
used the word "feminist” in her

interview and would likely even name herself a feminist
now.

She admitted gaining new insights into women's lives

and new ways of looking at women's issues,

specifically

through her understanding of the historical perspective of
the women's literature.

When she discussed child care,

economic and social independence for women in the 19th
century literature,

she identified these as some of the

same issues facing women today.
level on the FIDS model,

This evidences a higher

the ability to synthesize and see

the complexity of women's lives.
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Yet, when she discussed her six year-old daughter's
desire to play the "boy's roles" in dramatic play,

she

appeared more concerned that her daughter conform to
appropriate gender identity on some level by conforming to
role expectations for girls.

Using this example,

participant is still questioning roles,

this

which according to

the FIDS schema would place her at stage II revelation.
Thus,

the problem with the FIDS model for examining

this research data was that it depended upon feminist
knowledge and experience to shift definitively from one
stage to the next.

In all likelihood,

at least as

represented by these ten participants, women shifted their
thinking towards feminist thinking,

but were still working

at different levels within the model.

Their reflections

about feminism and about their lives as women was
dependent upon their prior experiences as women and their
reflections about the feminist course content.

It could

be speculated that with more courses and/or experiences,
individuals could move up and down the model as they were
presented with new information about women's lives.

Gaining a Historical Perspective.

Nevertheless,

a

secondary aspect of thinking like a feminist arose when
many of the participants spoke about the historical
perspective they gained from the course.
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The historical

perspective about the condition of women's lives was
developed by reading about lives of women in the last
century and making comparisons to their own lives as 20th
century women.

Certainly,

the participants were able to

make connections and understand how women's roles and
lives were shaped by the historical time period that they
lived in.

Participants were also able to make connections

to women's lives today and understand that many of the
same issues that women faced in the 19th century they
still face today.

Susan provided an example of what the

historical perspective meant to her.

...one of the positive things that I got out of
this class was to understand the progression of
the history of women...we started off maybe,
being in the...early 1800's to what we are now.
The struggles we have had, literally, what are
the same struggles we've had everywhere else,
being heard...knowing that other women for
centuries have gone through this,...has been a
real positive experience for me....

Joan continued in a similar vein.

...one of the things I saw in that course...we
see a growth in the women, over that span of
time...I think for the past...women had a
certain role, a certain function in life and
because of all these things, because this is
what everybody said...everybody was sold a bill
of goods, men and women alike.
That women had
this role in life, that men had a role and we
didn't cross paths....
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As Joan continued she referred to the characters'
the 19th century literature.

in

She spoke about the

discrimination that women faced then and today as the
"social disease being the oppression that she dealt with."
Clearly having the historical perspective of women's lives
added a richness of understanding the conditions of
women's lives today.

The participants understanding of

the strength of the women they read about also came
through the transcripts.
commented,

Another participant Jean

and she was very clear,

past were role models.

how these women in the

She saw the women in the

literature having strength for risk-taking and the courage
to be different.

...But I was struck by these women that we read
about and their ability to...have a core that
their own.
That didn't have to be formed by
anybody else...just the strength to persevere
...and just the fact I really I identified
strongly with that.

Self Identity Changing.

As the process of feminist

thinking evolved for the participants,
saw themselves as women occurred.

a shift in how they

Their sense of self as

women was influenced and further developed during the
course.

The historical perspective of the course also

contributed to their feminist thinking.
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This shift in how

the participants viewed themselves as women provided the
impetus to see themselves differently.
A new and developing sense of identity began to occur
for these participants as they connected their lives and
experiences with the women in the literature.
literature suggests,
experience of women's

connections between education and the
lives has been made through

involvement in women's studies courses
1983;

As feminist

Stimpson with Cobb,

1986).

(Bunch & Pollack,

These women participants

made real connections with their lives as women and the
lives of the women they were reading about.

As Carol

stated:

...I think just listening to the women's own
stories.
Whether in novel form, (or
whatever)....
We basically discussed our own
histories and our own stories, and related that
to a the material that was being covered in
class...I found it wonderful, actually.

Peck

(1986)

suggests that women's self

constantly changing and is

identity is

influenced by her experiences.

Peck's self definition identity model suggests that a
woman's sense of self

identity is shaped by the

socio-historical time frame of her adolescence and
adulthood.

She also suggests that a woman's sense of

identity is also shaped by her sphere of
is,

the people in her life.

Finally,

influence,

Peck suggests that a

woman's self definition is shaped by the sum of the

182

that

relationships

in her life,

particularly,

how flexible and

elastic the people in her life are to be responsive and
expansive to a new and changing sense of self.
definition of self

This

identity is seen as an emerging and

constantly changing self definition.
For the participants
sense of

in this research project,

their

identity as women and as feminists shifted and

was influenced by their participation in the women's
studies course and by going to a community college.
Clearly,

the sphere of influence,

both the interaction

with faculty and students and the women characters they
read about,

influenced their expanded view about women.

As the participants

in this research were exposed to

literature in women's voices,

there was evidence that all

the participants began to expand their thinking about
themselves as women.

Four participants began to claim

themselves as feminist,

using the word feminist in their

descriptions of their sense making of the course and
themselves.
In summary,

the women's studies course contributed to

the women seeing themselves differently as women.
others,

the shift towards feminist thinking was more

developed.
women's

For

For others,

the historical perspective on

lives provided them with a better understanding of

their own lives as women.

Finally,
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their own sense of

identity was influenced by their own developmental stage
and their own life events as they encountered reading and
discussing about 19th century women's

lives.

Appreciation of Their Mothers and Their Own Careaivina
All the participants were able to increase their
understanding of the complexity and ambiguity involved in
a mother's role and in caregiving responsibilities.
Reading literature about women's
them to understand women's

lives and roles enabled

lives better.

Using the

discussion method and the reflective journal writing
provided the participants with opportunities to tell their
own stories about their mothers and their own caregiving
responsibilities.

Appreciation of Their Mothers.

The final theme was

the examination of the relationships of the participants
to their mothers and to their own mothering and their own
caregiving responsibilities.

All but one of the ten

participants spoke about how the course helped them re¬
examine and reclaim aspects of their relationship to their
own mother.

The other participant explained how some of

the readings helped her to re-look at her relationship to
her father.

The participants indicated that the course

content and their discussions about the readings gave them
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an increased understanding and appreciation for the
conditions of their mothers'

lives.

The historical

perspective of reading about women's lives in the 19th
century women's voices helped them to understand the
conditions for women that their grandmother's and mother's
lived under.

They talked about how women's roles were

prescribed as wives and mothers and that there was little
choice and deviation from those roles.

When they

discussed a character's deviation from those prescribed
roles,

the students often talked about the losses and

benefits of such actions.

The students also talked about

the connections they could make to women's lives today and
how the role of wife and mother still has a tremendous
hold on women's expectations and responsibilities.

As

Frances eloquently said:

I can see my mother's generation and her
mother's, my grandmother's, and just the way
it's perpetuated throughout... that trap of being
second best... fall(ing) way to the needs of
others...and my mother's a woman who believes
that a woman should be home raising kids...and
following more than anything else.
And I see
myself totally different.

Others echoed similar ideas.

They understood how

their mothers saw their lives and relationships,

but the

participants wanted something different for themselves and
their children,

especially their daughters.
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Donna

identified something similar when she spoke about her
mother.

I think I sort of...I've come to accept her, to
see her...I think I want her to be a perfect
person, but she's not and I think I accept that
she's from a different age, different time.
And
she has different goals, and she want's those
goals for me, which, of course, I don't want....
She wants me to play bridge and be married to
someone wealthy and go shopping.
Ugh.

This re-examination and re-evaluation of their
relationships to their mothers is consistent with the
recent feminist psychological research.
literature
1991)

(Hare-Mustin & Marecek,

The recent

1990; Jordan,

et al.,

suggested that reclaiming and remaking the mother

daughter relationship was one that is far more complex
than previously conceptualized.
research

(Erikson,

1968)

Earlier psychological

emphasized the mother daughter

relationship as one where the adult woman has to separate
herself from her mother to become an independent and
separate self.
al.,

1991;

Newer psychological research

Surrey,

1991)

(Jordan et

revealed that mutual and

connected relationships often enhance individuals ability
to understand themselves.

Rather than seeing the mother

daughter relationship in more traditional psychoanalytical
approach of the daughter's struggle to separate herself
from the mother,

this more recent literature suggested
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that the daughters come to appreciate the qualities valued
in the mutuality of the mother daughter relationship.
Gleason

(1991)

in her study of traditional age

college women found that mostly middle class daughters,
relationship to their mothers,
closeness,

friendship,

in

valued such qualities as

trust and wish for approval.

She

also found that these daughters did perceive the mother's
pain in letting go.

Additionally,

these traditional aged

middle class college women spoke about how their
relationship with their mothers was growing and changing.
In my research project,

the participants'

new

understanding and appreciation of their mothers'

lives was

an important contribution to the previous research.
Gleason's middle class daughter,

Like

these participants saw

their energies directed towards new ways of looking at
their relationship with their mother and attitudes of an
ever changing relationship.
research,

However,

unlike previous

this study indicates that differences between

the mother and daughter particularly around schooling
added a tension to the relationship.

These working class

women perceived a shift and change in their relations with
their mothers partially as a result of their college
education and partially as a result of the women studies
course which gave them the opportunity to look at the
mother daughter relationship through literature.
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As

Adrienne so aptly reflected about her changed attitudes
towards feminism and women,

she realized that her

interactions with her mother and sister might be harsh and
that her ideas might be "too radical."
take a step back and say,
sister.

'hey,

"And I need to

this is my mother and my

These aren't my enemies.'"

Thus,

the tension to integrate the new sense of self

as emerging and changing as a woman as influenced by a
college education and the women's studies course,

and yet

somehow remain appreciative and understanding of their
mothers'

lives existed for these working class women.

This was an important finding.

One of the great

challenges for working class women is to remain in
connection with and be appreciative of their mothers'
lives and choices, while making different choices
concerning their own lives.

As Carol reflected:

I remember my mother always saying, "Well, you
can do and be whatever you want to be."
But
then the next message was, but don't.
I gave
the first message to my daughters, and then
there isn't a "but don't."

So,

as these participants became more enmeshed in

college life and particularly as they undertook to
understand more about women's lives through the women's
studies course,
families'

they became more aware of their own

influences and attitudes.
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This tension between

their new understanding of themselves as women and
caregivers, with an emerging new self definition, was
integrated with more appreciation and tolerance for their
mother's 1ives.

Insights Into Their Own Caregivina Responsibilities.
A second and equally important aspect of the re¬
examination process of the mother daughter relationship
was the review of their own roles as mothers and
caregivers.

All but one participant was a mother and even

that one participant spoke about her nieces and nephews.
Clearly,

the caregiving role,

caring for others,

was

central to these women's lives and the discussions in the
course.

Yet,

like Luttrell's research

(1985,

1989),

motherhood and marriage/intimate relationships were also
an arena for struggle in their lives.
divorce,

The separation,

or dissolution of their intimate relationship for

forty percent of the participants coincided with or near
the time of entrance to the community college.

This

demonstrated some of the struggle that some participants
found in their relations with their intimate partner and
getting an education.

Similar to research on reentry

college women

J.,

Lambert,

(Fisher,

1992),

1987; Lewis,

1988; Rountree &

others discussed how their entrance to

college meant a re-examination and redistribution of the
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work of the household and child care responsibilities.
The women spoke about how these daily activities needed to
be renegotiated and reorganized in order to foster success
in college.

Still,

others spoke about how their

relationship with their daughters shifted.

For example,

Carol spoke about her two daughters' parent teacher
conference.

Both teachers told Carol that both her

daughters spoke proudly of their mother's schooling.

And I was surprised...and both teachers said,
"Oh, they (meaning daughters) talk about it all
the time.
And they just think it's wonderful."
And I thought how great, they feel that way
about it.

And Gayle,

the single mother of five children,

spoke

about the exciting and exhausting aspect of being a
mother.

...I think being able to have children is
exciting.
I think being able to be a mother is
exciting.
Knowing...that you can do it, is
exciting...it also has tremendous
responsibilities...and having a lot of kids is
overwhelming.
I think one child is
overwhelming.

And again,

Carol spoke about the tensions of going

back to school and trying to be a mother and maintain a
household.

But, going back to school, or perhaps if I
decided to go back to work, there is a change
that obviously takes place.
And workloads in
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terms of what goes on in the house are more
evenly distributed, although I don't think there
as evenly as they could be...I mean in my heart,
I think it should be.
I know it isn't.
I mean
who wants to argue over who does the dishes?
I
don't know.
It's ridiculous.
In some ways it's
important...I actually like the juggling, I
think when it work's well, it's fun.
When it
doesn't work well, it's hell.
For everyone.
Not just me.
But for all of those people in my
life.

So,

the tension of re-examining their relationship to

their own mother and re-examining their own
mothering/caregiving role was influenced partially by
going to community college and partially by taking a
course that focused on women's lives.

The opportunity in

this women's literature course to discuss the issue of
mothering and caregiving in relation to the women's lives
and women's voices in literature was very important to the
participants.

Conclusions of Research Findings
In conclusion,

these ten participants in this

research were influenced to think about their lives as
women as a result of their experience in this women's
studies course.

Some of the women were able to see

themselves changing as a result of the course and their
general college experience,
for themselves.
activism.

creating a new self definition

Others saw their increased role in

This was especially represented by their
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advocating for and identifying their desires for their
children.

Participants wanted to have better conditions

and opportunities for their children as compared to what
either they saw in their own mothers or even for
themselves.
All the participants identified that schooling in the
past was not very meaningful to them.

They reflected

about being "tracked” into a non-college bound course of
study in high school.
it as tracking,

While not all participants labeled

a few were able to identify that they

thought tracking occurred because of their gender and
class background.

Others discussed how they were given

the opportunity in high school to take college preparation
courses,

but events in their family life precluded their

opportunity to attend or complete college at a traditional
age.
All the participants had positive feelings about
their community college experience.

These women had

completed at least 24 college credits at the time of the
interview and were mostly in their second year college
coursework.

Almost all the women said that their

community college experience enabled them to view
themselves differently.

The college experience empowered

them to continue their education and see themselves as
having academic abilities and "real"
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intelligence.

They

all spoke about how at least one person,
woman,

often a faculty

in the community college, who saw them as capable

of academic work.

This mutual relationship with this

important role model helped them broaden their view of
themselves,

particularly about their academic efforts,

and

increased their sense of self esteem and self confidence.
As a result of these womens'
studies course,
voices,

encounter with a women's

that examined literature in women's

all the participants developed an enlarged view

and understanding of the conditions facing women both in
the 19th century and today.

Their ability to identify and

name those issues effecting women today,
poverty,

violence against women,

health care,

including

pay equity,

child care,

economic and social independence clearly

established links to many of the principles of the
feminist agenda.

The increasing ability to name and

identify themselves as feminist occurred for four of the
participants.

Others were at least able to broaden their

view,

revelation,

that is,

to new understanding of the

complexity and diversity lives and roles of women.
Finally,
mothers'

the appreciation for the conditions of their

lives and their own new reflections about their

own caregiving roles, was enhanced by the course
experience.

The historical perspective of women's lives

as well as the increased understanding of the lives of
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black women was really helpful in increasing their
understanding of the complexity of women's lives.
Additionally,

their own perceptive understanding of

classroom life,

especially the discussion method, was

indeed provocative.

The fact that almost all of the

participants made a comment about the younger women or the
men in class,

and how that both added to and detracted

from the quality of the discussion was impressive.

Implications for Feminists and Educators
The implications for feminists and educators seem
straightforward and build upon research already done on
feminist classrooms and on community colleges.

The first

implication is that it is important to offer women's
studies courses at community colleges,

particularly given

the non-traditional aged woman's experience.
Additionally,

the importance of integrating multicultural

content was underscored by this research.

The value to

increase both self understanding and understanding of
others was evident.

Obviously, more content to reflect

the lives of working class women needs to be further
addressed in such courses as this literature course.
integration of content about women's roles,
the discussions on mothering,

particularly

helped to bridge the gap

between academia and "real" life that often exists in
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The

academic courses.

These participants made connections

between their own personal experience and the literature
describing the experiences of women's lives in the 19th
century.
Admittedly,

finding material from a working class

women's perspective from the last century is much harder
than more current content.

Perhaps diary records of the

labor movement or records of the lives of mill girls could
be added to this course to more fully integrate the
working class perspective in the 19th century literature.
The second implication of the research is for
educators to continue to provide opportunities for
students to tell their own stories of their lives.

Both

the discussion methods and the use of reflective journal
writing should be continued and broadened.

Perhaps ways

to share journals with their classmates would continue to
broaden the dialogue of telling their own stories and
coming to understand the stories of the others.
A third implication from the research is to continue
to find common threads in women's lives,
and caregiving,

such as mothering

that enable women of all backgrounds to

personally connect with and relate to.

However,

it is

still important to include content that also identifies
differences,

even across these experiences that might be

perceived as common experiences.
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This continues to be the

challenge for the feminist education endeavor,

to both

locate materials and provide relevant discussions,

that

honor similar and different individual women's
experiences.

Clearly,

asking students about what they

think about the course content and process as well as
providing students with opportunities to influence the
course content and process,

can broaden our perceptions of

each other's perspective.
A fourth implication for higher education is that
colleges attempting to better serve the non-traditional
aged women need to acknowledge the tensions that exist in
women's
life,

lives between going to college and their family

especially caring for others

in their lives.

Community colleges need to continue to provide support
programs for reentry women,

including drop-in women's

centers and child care programs.
particular,

Community colleges,

need to establish links or stay linked with

community agencies that serve adult women,
social service,

welfare,

literacy projects,
projects,

including

and health departments as well as

job skills employment and training

substance abuse rehabilitation programs,

community based child care centers and local schools.
Indeed,

in

this will continue to be a real challenge as

diminished resources are available for both community
colleges and community agencies.
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The final implication from the research,
teacher to see herself as a learner.
for two reasons.
learner,

is for the

This is important

The teacher in seeing herself as a

continues to model for students that learning

continues throughout life and that a teacher constantly
reflects about who she is and what she is teaching.
Pagano suggests throughout her book
teach,

we talk."

So,

(1990),

As

"When we

if we see the teaching and learning

enterprise as creating space to talk,

then perhaps we will

indeed begin to understand much more about what it is a
feminist educator can do to change course content and
pedagogy.

Perhaps such courses then will begin to

liberate the lives of individuals previously shut out from
the opportunity within classroom dialogues.
The second reason for the teacher to see herself as a
learner,

is so that she also sees herself as a researcher.

In order to broaden our feminist teaching and learning
further, women's studies faculty will need to conduct
ongoing research in their courses.

To continue to engage

and ask students what they think about such women's
studies courses should definitely be part of our feminist
research agenda.

To figure out strategies to be more

inclusive in both content and classroom life will continue
to be a high priority for women's studies faculty.
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APPENDIX A

STUDENT INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

1.

What do you remember about being in school in the
past; can you describe what you liked and disliked?

2.

Describe what prompted you to come to a community
college can you describe what you like and dislike?

3.

Can you describe what prompted you to enroll in a
women's studies class?

4.

Describe what you thought this course was about when
you first enrolled.

5.

What does being a woman mean to you now?

6.

Describe what is important to you as a woman enrolled
in this women's studies class now.
Has your sense of
yourself as a woman been changing and if so how?

7.

Does this women's studies class make you see yourself
in relationships differently?
If so, how do you see
relationships with others differently?
a) Can you describe how this women's studies class
makes you see yourself as a women in relationship
to your own family (your parents and siblings)?
b) Can you describe how this women's studies class
makes you see yourself as a women in relationship
to the family/people you live with now?

8.

How does this class make you see yourself in
relationship to school and/or work relationships?

9.

Can you describe what you would say to future
students and teachers of women's studies classes?
a) What suggestions would you give to another student
who is thinking of enrolling in women's studies
classes?
b) What suggestions would you have for teachers who
teach women's studies classes?
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APPENDIX B

COURSE DESCRIPTION AND EXPECTATIONS

Catalogue description:
ENG 2XX

Women in Literature I

A study of poems,

short stories,

century and earlier.

and novels of the 19th

These works,

by and about women,

deal specifically with the following areas of concern:
growing up as a female,
female creativity,

sex roles and their consequences,

the search for wholeness.

Attention

will be paid to style and writing techniques.
Prerequisite:

Eng Comp II

Advising code:

(HC)

Course Objectives:

To study the literary voices of women within the
historical context of the 19th century.
To understand the works within and relation to the
literary movements of the times.
To analyze the literary components of the writings.
To write critically and creatively about the
literature.
To increase one's awareness about the 19th century
woman's role in our lives, literature and history today.
To eniov reading,
works.

relating to and discussing these
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Instructional Methods:
Emphasis is on class discussion.
work, lecture.

Some small group

Assignments;
All assignments, reading or writing, must be
completed on time.
It is impossible to contribute to or
fully benefit from class discussion if you have not read
the material assigned.
Please be aware that this course
requires the time commitment, necessary for a great deal
of reading and writing.
Attendance;
You are expected to attend every class.
If you miss
more than three classes, your final grade will be
seriously affected.
Please see me if your circumstances
warrant individual consideration.
Required Texts;
"The Cult of True Womanhood" (Handout)
Persuasion by Jane Austen
Frankenstein bv Mary Shelley
Jane Evre by Charlotte Bronte
Final Harvest by Emily Dickinson
Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl by Harriet
Jacobs
The Awakening by Kate Chopin
Excerpts from Sojourner Truth (Handout)
Requirements;
All requirements must be fulfilled for successful
completions of the course.
Requirements include reading
all the material assigned, attending class and the
following writings;
Short papers
Longer paper and/or journal
Final exam
Class participation
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APPENDIX C

WRITTEN CONSENT FORM AND LETTER

I.

My name is Anne Wiley and I am a doctoral student in
the School of Education at the University of
Massachusetts in Amherst, Massachusetts.

For my

dissertation I am conducting research about women
community college students.

The major purpose of this

study is to describe how women students think about
their community college experience,

particularly their

involvement in a women's studies course.

I would like

women's voices about their experience to be heard.

I

will be interviewing between 6 and 12 students to
elicit their understanding and experience with a
women's studies course.

II.

I am asking you to consider participation in this
study.
study,

If you are selected to be a participant in this
I will conduct one indepth interview with you

lasting approximately 60 to 90 minutes,
place that is mutually convenient.

at a time and

The interview will

be audio taped and complete transcripts will be made.
You will also be asked to complete a questionnaire of
your personal background information.

You will be

assigned a code number and pseudonym and your real
identity will be known only to me.

All information,

from the interview and questionnaire,
confidential.

You are free to withdraw your consent

and discontinue participation before,
the interviews,

is kept

during or after

but before the final acceptance of the

dissertation.
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III.

The material from your interview will be used primarily
for my dissertation but may also be used in
presentations for graduate school classes,

professional

conferences or workshops and written publications.

In

any written materials and oral presentations,
pseudonyms will be substituted for the names of
persons,

IV.

schools, workplaces,

cities and towns.

In signing this form you are agreeing to the use of the
materials from your interviews as indicated in Section
III above.

You may withdraw your consent to have

excerpts from your interviews used in any printed
materials or oral presentations prior to acceptance of
the final dissertation.

If the materials from your

interviews are to be used in any way not consistent
with what is stated in section III,

you will be

contacted for additional written consent.

Research

results will be made available to you upon request at
the conclusion of the project.

**********************************************************
I,_,

have

read this statement carefully and thoroughly and agree to
participate as an interviewee under all the conditions
stated above.
Signature of the participant

Date

Signature of the interviewer
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APPENDIX D

STUDENT BIOGRAPHICAL DATA FORM**

** IMPORTANT NOTE: All names of participants selected for
the study will be changed to provide for anonymity and
confidentiality.
You will be assigned a code number and
pseudonym in order to protect your identity.
This data is
collected to assist the researcher in determining
potential participants and will be kept confidential.
GENERAL INFORMATION
NAME

STUDENT NUMBER

STREET
TOWN

STATE

PHONE NUMBER

(
)
(area code)

_
(number)

BACKGROUND INFORMATION
1)

ZIP

(SCHOOLING):

Year of:
High School diploma
GED (General Equivalency Diploma)

or

}_
>_

2)

Date of entrance to college
To this College

_
_

3)

Number of years enrolled in college

_

4)

Degree Program:
Anticipated graduation date:

_
_

5)

a)

Title of women's studies course enrolled in Fall,
1991:

b)

Briefly describe why you enrolled in this course
this semester?
(For example, as a core
requirement, as an elective, interest in topic,
preferred time, preferred instructor or other
reason[s]).

c)

List other women's studies courses completed.
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d)

Are you planning to take more courses about women?
If so, list which ones and what semester you might
enroll.

6)

Date of Birth

7)

Marital status
_
single
_
married
_
divorced
_
widow

8)

Children
Yes__
No_
If yes, identify age(s) and gender of your children:

9)

Race

10)

Ethnicity (provide a brief description of what you
know about your mother and father's ethnic heritage.
(For example: mother: German, French Canadian, and
Polish; father: Irish and Welsh).
(Note: If you
were adopted or raised by foster parents, identify
what you know about your parents of origin and the
parent[s] who raised you.)

Age.
check all that you feel describe you
_
single with children
_ married with children
_
separated
_
living with a partner
_
other self description:_

Mother:

Father:
11) Religious affiliation if any
When you were growing up:

Now:
12) Educational levels:
Father's highest educational level:
Mother's highest educational level:
Spouse/partner's highest educational level:
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13) Occupation:
and now

Please describe when you were growing up
then

now

a) Your father's occupation

b) Your mother's occupation

c) Your occupation and approximate number of hours:
(If you work outside of the home now, describe what
you do and about how many hours per week you work)

d) Your spouse or partner's occupation and approximate
number of hours:

14) Residence
NOW:
GROWING UP:

Town/State
Town/State

County
County

15) Income:
a)

Estimate of your household income NOW:

b)

Self Identification of your family background when
you were growing up: (Check one)
lower class
middle class

c)

_
_

working class
upper class

_
_

Are you currently receiving AFDC (Aid for Dependent
Families & Children) or Public Assistance
(Welfare)?
Yes
_
No
_

d) Did your mother or father receive AFDC (Aid for
Dependent Families & Children) or Public Assistance
(Welfare) when you were a child?
Yes
_
No _

Thank you very much for completing this form.
and efforts are appreciated.
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Your time

APPENDIX E

DEMOGRAPHIC SUMMARY OF PARTICIPANTS

Name

Age
Race
Marital
* (see code below)

Adrienne

36

W

Jean

53

Carol

Child

Father

Mother

S

1

10

12

51

LA

W

M

2

hs

hs

63

LA

42

W

M

2

hs

hs

24

LA

Donna

47

W

D

3

hs

10

27

LA

Liz

27

W

S

2

<hs

<hs

33

LA

Gayle

42

W

D

5

8

bus

50

LA

Frances

28

L

S

0

9

GED

48

LA

Holly

32

W

M

2

hs

hs

55

LA

Susan

39

W

D

2

11

12

52

LA

Joan

44

W

M

1

no hs

no hs
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LA

Credits Degree

♦Explanation of codes:

Name:
Race:
Marital:
Child:
Father:

Mother:

Credits:
Degree:

Pseudonym
W=White, L=Latina
Marital Status M=married; S=single; D=divorced
Number of children
Father's educational level: highest grade
hs=high school; <hs=some high school;
GED=general equivalency diploma
Mother's educational level: highest grade
hs=high school; <hs=some high school;
GED=general equivalency diploma;
bus=business school
Number of college credits completed, Fall, 1991
Degree program enrolled in; LA=Liberal arts
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GEOGRAPHIC LOCATION:
All live in Franklin County
6/10 grew up in western Massachusetts
4/10 grew up in New England, closer to larger cities
AGE DISTRIBUTION

25-30
31-39
41-49
OVER 50

2
3
4
1

EDUCATION:
All participants were first generation college students,
with parents who did not have a college education.
8/10 referred to being "tracked" in high school into
business, secretarial, non college bound tracks.
6/10 entered community college at night.
9/10 entered community college,
courses.

part time with one or two

8/10 tried college more than once, with stop/start
pattern.
RACE: All are white,

except one.

FAMILY CHARACTERISTICS:
Family of origin: all were working class
Parental jobs for father included: laborer, bus driver,
factory, pipefitter, security guard and similar positions.
Jobs for mother included: secretary, typist, maid,
waitress, homemaker, and similar positions.
Other family conditions:

Dealing with recovery:

Substance abuse: alcohol and drugs:
7/10 dealt with alcohol and/or drugs use in parents,
ex-husband, ex-boyfriend and/or self:
4/10 family of origin substance abuse
5/10 with spouse: ex-husband, ex-boyfriend
2/10 self
Violence within family:
4/10 with physical abuse in their relationship with
ex-husband or ex-boyfriend, one marital rape
Other issues:
1/10 attempted suicide

208

MARITAL STATUS:
4/10 married with children
5/10 single with children
1/10 self identified as lesbian,
1/10 lives with boyfriend

lives with lover

CHILDREN:
9/10 have children.
5/10 are single mothers.
Age distribution of children: ranges from 2 1/2 to 29
Number of
0
1
2
3
4
5

children:
children
child
children
children
children
children

total:

15 children

1
2
5

1
0
1

APPENDIX F

BIOGRAPHICAL DATA PROFILES

Participant pseudonym:

Adrienne

Age at interview:

36

Race:

White

Marital status:

Single with child

Number and age of children:

one daughter 2 1/2

Parent's highest educational level:

Parental work:

Father:

10th grade

Mother:

12th grade

Father:

coal/oil fuel business

Mother:

telephone operator

Entrance to college:

Number of times/dates if known:
Three:

Degree program:

1973,

1981 and 1990

Liberal Arts

Number of credits completed by Fall 1991:

51

Comments:
Survivor of physical abuse:
Drug abuse:

two different boyfriends

self in late adolescence,

early adulthood

Worked as an office manager for about 12 years
Works part-time:

college work study
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Participant pseudonym:

Jean

Age at interview:

53

Race:

White

Marital status:

Married, with children

Number and age of children:

two,

daughter,

Parent's highest educational level:

Parental work:

Entrance to college:

son,

24

Father:

high school

Mother:

high school

Father:

machinist

Mother:

waitress

Number of times/dates if known:
Twice:

Degree program:

29;

1956 and 1988

Liberal Arts

Number of credits completed by Fall 1991:
division

63,

evening

Comments:
Husbands job loss,

impetus to return to work

Desire for more salary and tuition benefits,
influenced decision to attend college
Works full-time as secretary for about 15 years
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Participant pseudonym:

Carol

Age at interview:

42

Race:

White

Marital status:

Married with children

Number and age of children:

Two daughters,

Parent's highest educational level:

Parental work:

Entrance to college:

8 and 12

Father:

high school

Mother:

high school

Father:

engineer

Mother:

homemaker

Number of times/dates if known:
Twice:

Degree program:

1967 and 1990
Liberal Arts

Number of credits completed by Fall 1991:

24

Comments:
Childhood illness caused 1 1/2 years of school missed
between sixth and eighth grade
All of own younger siblings have college education up
to at least masters level
Worked in retail for about 9 years prior to birth of
her children
Oldest daughter has a physical handicap
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Participant pseudonym:

Donna

Age at interview:

47

Race:

White

Marital status:
friend

Divorced, with children;

Number and age of children:

Three, one son, 24;
two daughters, 22 and 20

Parent's highest educational level:

Parental work:

Entrance to college:

lives with

Father:

High school

Mother:

10th grade

Father:

Yard boss

Mother:

Homemaker

Number of times/dates if known:
At least twice,

evening

division; courses also at
nearby large university
Degree program:

Liberal Arts

Number of credits completed by Fall 1991:

27

Comments:
Raised primarily by grandparents;
alcohol

ex-husband abused

Works full-time as a secretary at nearby college
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Participant pseudonym:

Liz

Age at interview:

27

Race:

White

Marital status:

Single with children

Number and age of children:

Two sons,

Parent's highest educational level:

Parental work:

Entrance to college:

Father:

some high
school

Mother:

some high
school

Father:

Food/Beverage:
Restaurants

Mother:

Maid/cleaning
person

Number of times/dates if known:
Twice,

Degree program:

3 and 4

1982 and 1990

Liberal Arts

Number of credits completed by Fall 1991:

33

Comments:
Lived on own since 15 years old
Lived with two different boyfriends; experienced
physical abuse in one relationship; father of
children is African American
Her mother is a recovering alcoholic; younger brother
is handicapped
Worked full-time in hotel/restaurant business,
8 years
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about

Participant pseudonym:

Frances

Age at interview:

28

Race:

White/Latina;
Rican

Marital status:

divorced;

Number and age of children:

living with partner

none

Parent's highest educational level:

Parental work:

Entrance to college:

father is Puerto

Father:

9th

Mother:

GED

Father:

factory; bus driver

Mother:

factory; homemaker

Number of times/dates if known:
Twice: mid 1980's and 1990

Degree program:

Liberal Arts

Number of credits completed by Fall 1991:

48

Comments:
Self identified in interview as lesbian
Recovering alcohol and drug abuser;
alcohol and was physically abusive
Disabled from factory job
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father abused

►

Participant pseudonym:

Gayle

Age at interview:

42

Race:

White

Marital status:

divorced, with children

Number and age of children:

Five, three sons: 22, 10,
two daughters: 13 and 4

Parent's highest educational level:

Parental work:

Entrance to college:

8th grade

Mother:

business
school

Father:

radio technician; bus
driver

Mother:

store owner;
homemaker

Number of times/dates if known:
Twice:

Degree program:

Father:

& 7

1967 and 1990

Liberal Arts

Number of credits completed by Fall 1991:

50

Comments:
Father was deaf;

ex-husband,

Works part-time:

at bed and breakfast; town clerk
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alcoholic

Participant pseudonym:

Holly

Age at interview:

32

Race:

White

Marital status:

Married,

Number and age of children:

with children

Two,
son,

one daughter,
7

Parent's highest educational level:

Father:

high school
and
correspondence school
Mother:

Parental work:

Entrance to college:

Father:

accountant;
guard

Mother:

typist;

high school
security

cafeteria worker

Number of times/dates if known:
Once,

Degree program:

8 and one

1989

Liberal Arts

Number of credits completed by Fall 1991:

55

Comments:
Partially deaf; attempted suicide
Worked full-time as janitor,
janitor
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now works part-time as

Participant pseudonym:

Susan

Age at interview:

39

Race:

White

Marital status:

Divorced, with children

Number and age of children:

Two,

sons,

Parent's highest educational level:

Parental work:

11th grade

Mother:

12th grade

homemaker;

secretary

Number of times/dates if known:
Twice:

Degree program:

Father:

Father: pipefitter
Mother:

Entrance to college:

12 and 9

1980 and 1989

Liberal Arts

Number of credits completed by Fall 1991:

52

Comments:
Father, brother and ex-husband were all alcoholics;
brother and ex-husband in recovery; survivor of
marital rape
Worked full-time as hospital therapy aid; now works
part-time, same job
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Participant pseudonym:

Joan

Age at interview:

44

Race:

White

Marital status:

Married with child

Number and age of children:

One,

daughter,

Parent's highest educational level:

Parental work:

Father:

6

Father:

never reached
high school

Mother:

never reached
high school

laborer

Mother: maid waitress
Entrance to college:

Number of times/dates if known:
Once,

Degree program:

1986

Liberal Arts

Number of credits completed by Fall 1991:
Comments:
Father was an alcoholic,

now deceased

Worked for 20 years as secretary
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APPENDIX G

SUMMARY OF COLLEGE REPORTS

(1990-91)

Highlights of Research. Planning Enrollment
and Degree Systems (RPEDS)
Fall. 199Q
Information on the Student Body
Total Headcount

(Day and Evening)

2358

Gender
Male
Female

882
1476

Full or Part-time status
Full (12 credits or more)
Part-time (less than 12 credits

1135
1223

Age
Unknown
17-24
25-70+

15
1145
1202

Average Class Size
Residence
Larger Towns
Smaller Towns

23

Population: 3,000+
Less than 3,000

Highlights of Financial Report,

1175
1202
1990-1

Independent Students

Average income of student

(and spouse)

Average assets

$11044
7779

Average number in household

2.2

Dependent Students
Incomes

less than

$15000
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20.3%

APPENDIX H

PARTICIPANT REQUEST LETTER

96 W. Mountain Rd.
Bernardston, MA 01337
November, 1991

Dear Potential Participant:

I am a doctoral student in the School of Education
at the University of Massachusetts in Amherst,
Massachusetts.
For my dissertation I am conducting
research about women community college students.
The
major purpose of this study is to describe how women
students think about their community college experience,
particularly their involvement in a women's studies
course.
I would like women's voices about their
experience to be heard.
At this point I am asking you for
about 15-20 minutes of your time to complete a
biographical data information form and consent form.
YOUR
PARTICIPATION IN THIS STUDY IS ANONYMOUS AND ALL
INFORMATION IS KEPT CONFIDENTIAL.
You will be assigned a
code number and pseudonym and your real identity will only
be known to me.
All information, from this data
information form and later interview, is kept
confidential.
In the next month or so, (by January 10,
1992,) decisions about participants will be made based on
the information that you provide.
If you are selected, I
will contact you to establish a mutually agreeable time
and place for the interview, which will last approximately
1 to 1 1/2 hours.
Whether or not you are selected, you are more than
welcome to request the results summary which should be
available by about September, 1992.
Again,

thank you for your time and effort.
Sincerely,

Anne M. Wiley
Doctoral Candidate
413 648 9393
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REQUEST FOR SUMMARY OF RESULTS

As a potential participant in this study I would be
interested in receiving a summary of the results when they
become available (anticipated availability September,
1992) .
Please include me in your mailing for the summary:

NAME
ADDRESS
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